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“A stunning indictment!” 


—John Stossel, ABC News Correspondent, 20/20 


America is the richest nation in history, but ask young 
American students from whom their country won its 
independence, and the answers include Japan, China, 
and Canada. For decades our education standards have 
paled in comparison with those of other industrial and 
even Third World countries, while education costs have 
risen inexorably. The fact that our schools are in sham- 
bles has been the subject of endless debate, and the 
explanations have run the gamut: teachers are under- 
paid; students are undisciplined; teaching methods are 
wrong. But until now, no one has persuasively identi- 
fied the root problem: the teacher unions. 

It is no coincidence that the thirty-year decline in 
U.S. K-12 education, and the simultaneous surge in 
education spending, began at the same time that the 
modern teacher unions were created. Today, the biggest 
union in the country is the National Education 
Association, which has nearly 3 million members. Its 
agenda is not to provide better teaching in schools; it is 
to provide more money and benefits for teachers—and, 
above all, for itself. It accomplishes this through collec- 
tive bargaining muscle and by buying political influ- 
ence. Even worse, the unions want to turn curriculum, 
textbooks, and grading standards into bargaining chips 
in labor negotiations. 

In this devastating critique, Peter Brimelow exposes 
the teacher unions for what they are: a political and eco- 
nomic monopoly that is choking the education system, 
like the "trusts" that put a stranglehold on American 
business a hundred years ago. Until the unions are held 
accountable, and public schools opened up to market 
forces, no education reform, no matter how worthy, will 
succeed. It is time, Brimelow convincingly argues, to 


bust the Teacher Trust. 
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PREFACE 


Introducing the NEA and Some Other Things 


. . a flea 
Hath smaller fleas that on him prey; 


And these have smaller fleas to bite ’em, 
And so proceed ad infinitum. 


—Jonathan Swift 


Action and reaction are equal and opposite, at least according to Sir Isaac 
Newton, the famous English physicist known (or, all too possibly nowadays, 
not known) to every high school student. 

Which is a comforting thought when contemplating the seemingly 
irresistible rise of the teacher unions. The 2.6 million- member, $1.25 
billion-total-annual-revenues National Education Association (hereafter 
lovingly referred to as the NEA) has been around since 1857. But for most 
of that time it was a professional association, concerned with standards, 
ethics, educational technique, but not with bargaining on behalf of its 
members—what a more recent NEA executive director, Donald Cameron, 
once derided as a “tea and crumpets” organization. The NEA even 
included school administrators, which meant some of its members were 
apt to argue in favor of spending on books and buildings rather than 


maintaining a single-minded focus on teacher salaries and benefits. It only 
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finally morphed into a labor union, shedding its administrator members, 
in the early 1960s. 

The smaller, 1.1-million-member American Federation of Teachers 
(AFT), which was founded in 1916, has always aspired to be a labor union. 
It was an enthusiastic member of the American Federation of Labor and 
Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO), the labor unions’ 
umbrella organization, whereas the NEA was not (and is not). But the AFT 
just plain couldn’t get to function like a labor union until the 1960s. 

The reason: public school teachers were public sector employees. And 
even labor union advocates like longtime AFL-CIO president George 
Meany and President Franklin D. Roosevelt viewed unionization of the 
public sector as unthinkable. A public sector union would just have too 
much power. From an economic point of view, all labor unions are engaged 
in trying to monopolize the supply of labor in their particular industries— 
in order to increase its price in the form of wages. But a public sector union 
would be a monopoly on top of a monopoly: Education is a government- 
provided service. (Indeed, public education is in on top of a third monop- 
oly, because compulsory attendance laws mean that parents have to accept 
this government service whether they like it or not.) So public sector 
unions were prohibited by law. 

But this inhibition—like so many others—abruptly vanished in the 
1960s. In return for labor union support, President John F Kennedy issued 
an executive order allowing collective bargaining for federal employees. 
Similar developments occurred at the state level. Most prominently, the 
right of collective bargaining for New York City teachers was won after a 
bitter battle by the AFT under its legendary leader Al Shanker in 1961. 
(This was the period that won Shanker his fearsome reputation. They even 
made a movie about it: in Sleeper, Woody Allen awakes from 200-year sleep 
and discovers that the world has been destroyed. He asks what happened 
and is told “a man by the name of Albert Shanker got hold ofa nuclear war- 
head.” Shanker thought this was quite funny.) 

The NEA began to lose potential members to the AFT. Pro- 
unionization militants inside the NEA—mostly from the labor union state 
of Michigan, like executive director Cameron and future NEA presidents 
Keith Geiger and Terry Herndon, hence known collectively as the “Michi- 
gan Mafia"—were able to seize control. They transformed the NEA into a 
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full-fledged labor union. NEA official histories, however, tend to omit the 
embarrassing fact that it was the AFT that led the way. 

(After years of rivalry, the leadership and officials of both unions now 
want to merge. This has not yet happened at the national level, because of 
unexpected opposition from grassroots NEA members, but there have been 
state-level mergers in Florida, Minnesota, and Montana. The idea of one 
big merged teacher union distresses some conservative observers. However, 
it probably makes little practical difference, since the labor union mentality 
now permeates them all—certainly including many of the opponents of 
merger, who tend to be focused on turf considerations) .* 

Forty years or so is a very short time in the life of an institution. It’s not 
an unthinkably long time in the life of an individual. (At least, to refugees 


from the 1960s, it increasingly looks like a thinkably long time!) Thus 


*Needless to say, no one would have welcomed NEA/AFT merger more than I, because it 
would have made my task in organizing this book so much easier. As the NEA grassroots 
membership has declined to oblige me, I have chosen to focus primarily on the NEA. NEA 
members outnumber AFT members by almost 5 to 1 outside of the AFT’s stronghold of New 
York State. Even in the rest of the country, the AFT’s membership is heavily concentrated in 
big cities like Boston, Chicago, Philadelphia, Dallas, and Detroit, which have distinctive big- 
city problems. 

The AFT is much more decentralized than the NEA.The AFT'5 national headquarters 
is relatively small and its locals are relatively strong compared to its state-level organiza- 
tions. AFT local presidents run their unions like independent fiefdoms. Without term lim- 
its to bind them—unlike NEA elected officials—they often serve for twenty to thirty 
years. This explains why some AFT locals can be exceptionally progressive (the Cincinnati 
Federation of Teachers approved a merit pay system) or exceptionally hidebound (the con- 
tract for New York City teachers, enforced by the United Federation of Teachers, is widely 
considered to be a major cause of the problems in that school system). But whatever they 
are, their influence rarely extends outside city limits. By contrast, unless you control a par- 
ticularly large NEA local, you rely on the state affiliate, and ultimately on the national 
organization, to supply you with expertise, bargaining assistance, political funding, and 
other kinds of aid—including, of course, helpful hints on toeing the union line. 

Paradoxically, the AFT has been just as visible in the public eye and while lobbying 
Congress and the White House. This is partly a legacy of its forceful longtime president Al 
Shanker, whose occasional politically incorrect utterings also caused the union to be cred- 
ited with being more moderate. Today, under the administration of Sandra Feldman, the 
AFT' policies are virtually indistinguishable from those of NEA. 

Though the attempt to merge the two unions failed in 1998, they continue to cooperate, 
forming a "partnership" in 2001 to deal jointly with specific issues, such as tuition tax cred- 
its, health insurance, and non-union teacher organizations. I feel confident dealing with them 
collectively as the “Teacher Trust.” But from time to time, I do take an individualized swipe. 
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teachers now just finishing their careers could easily have begun it in the 
old, tea-and-crumpets, NEA. 

What this means is that, as 1s the case with other new public policy 
problems, many of today’s politicians and pundits reached adulthood 
before the new reality of the teacher unions had reared its ugly bifocals. 
Politicians and pundits are human—despite reports to the contrary. They 
have the normal human tendancy to stick with what they learned in their 
youth. So they have been very slow to notice that the teacher union prob- 
lem exists at all. 

And the teacher unions have helped them not to notice. Shortly after I 
began writing about the NEA in Forbes magazine, I was contacted by a 
producer for a major network television news show. The producer was 
planning to do a special on the NEA and wanted, as is the amiable habit of 
television, to pick a print source’s brain. Then nothing happened. Much 
later, in conversation about another matter, I got the chance to ask about 
the NEA project. 

“Oh,” said the producer, “we changed our minds. It turned out there 
wasn't one big teacher union, there were all these little local unions.” 

The hydra-headed nature of the NEA, and the fact that all the local 
heads do ultimately and emphatically belong to the same, fiercely militant 
Washington, D.C.—based body, is carefully explained in chapter 4. 

Television rights are available from my agent, Andrew Wylie. 

Despite the condition of public education, and despite the central role 
of the teacher unions in the propagation of that condition, the investigative 
cupboards are bare. For journalists, as Education Week once putut,the teacher 
unions are “Education’s Dark Continent.’ 

Academics don't study the teacher unions either. “Teacher unions are a 
popular topic for debate in political circles, but they rarely are subjected to 
scrutiny by academics,” wrote Jeff Archer of Education Week.' 

“Everyone has an opinion on teachers’ organizations, but we really 
don’t know very much about them,” says Tom Loveless, a public policy pro- 
fessor at the John F Kennedy School of Government. “There’s very little 
empirical evidence as to what their impact on education really is.” 

Nevertheless, as in Sir Isaac Newton’s physics, the action of the teacher 
unions emergence is now provoking a reaction—if not, as yet, an equal and 
opposite reaction. The press, the public, and politicians are slowly becom- 


ing aware of the union problem. This book is a part of that process. A small 
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number of professional journalists are finding themselves able to make 
teacher union—watching part of their careers. The NEA, basically, is a para- 
site upon the body educational. But as Dean Swift pointed out in the verse 
used as an epigraph to this preface, even fleas have smaller fleas. And here 
we all are, munching away. 

Comparing yourself to a flea might seem to risk some rude retort. But 
I’m not worried. No one in the politically correct teacher union world will 
want to appear guilty of species-ism. 

So you think I’m joking? Aha! In 1993, the NEA’s California affiliate, 
the California Teachers Association, published on the cover of its monthly 
newsletter a cartoon showing three witches around a bubbling cauldron. 
This was to illustrate the CTA’s typically no-holds-barred claim that all 
sorts of undesirables would open schools if state voters approved that year’s 
initiative allowing “education vouchers” (the much-debated proposal that 
some tax monies earmarked for education should be sent directly to par- 
ents, who would then be able to spend it on the public or private school of 
their choice). The next month, the CTA published an apology . . . to a self- 


described witch. She complained that the cover was stereotypical. 


As a financial journalist, I first tasted the education establishment’s blood 
back in 1983. The National Commission on Excellence in Education’s 
report, A Nation at Risk, a powerful indictment of public school failure, had 
attracted enormous attention and inflicted upon the NEA, which of course 
denied everything, its first really serious public relations defeat. My editors 
at Fortune, where I then worked, decided they wanted an article on educa- 
tion and ordered me, in their grand top-down style, to write it. I humbly 
suggested that this was a poor idea because (a) I hadn’t attended an Ameri- 
can public school; (b) I had no children at the time and consequently no 
firsthand experience; (c) it was summer, and all the schools were closed. The 
editors replied: “That will make you objective.” 

And guess what? They were right. I simply approached education as if 
it were any other industry. The important issues were input and output. The 
question of how the output is achieved is actually quite immaterial. When 
you write about the baked bean industry, you don’t debate the best way to 
get baked beans into the can. You look at the profit and loss numbers, to see 


which firm is doing it most efficiently. 
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Seen in this perspective, the problem of public education immediately 
becomes clear: it’s systemic. There is no market process that rewards success 
and punishes failure. Or that even holds down costs. 

But looking at education as an industry is profoundly unnatural for 
professional educators—and for the great bulk of the journalists covering 
education, who have a marked and distressing tendency to go native. Thus 
in early 1987, the late Fred M. Hechinger, then perhaps the dean of educa- 
tion journalists, devoted his New York Times column to an attack on another 
of my education-industry magazine cover stories—this time in Forbes mag- 
azine, where I had by then come to rest. I had made the elementary point 
that the current taxpayer subsidy of childrens education does not necessar- 
ily have to be delivered through a government-owned distribution system, 
namely the public school system. After all, Washington is in the food stamp 
business, not the supermarket business. Give parents the money directly, let 
them spend it on the school of their choice, and an efficient school indus- 
try will spring up to rival the supermarket industry. (This, of course, 1s the 
essential argument for education "vouchers.") 

Impossible, huffed Hechinger: "The proposal seems to overlook the 
fact that annual tuition at good private schools approaches $6,000 [vs. the 
$3,600 average annual expenditure per public school student in 1987}: 

Thus Hechinger showed that he was quite unaware of one of the basic 
lessons of economic history: the Model T Ford effect—that capitalists are 
happier supplying masses of cheaper, no-frills products, making more 
money on volume, rather than being confined to small, high-priced Cadil- 
lac niches like much of the traditional private school sector today. But tlie 
Model T effect can only work if the money is put in the hands of parents (or not 
taxed away from them). 

Hechingers name is now commemorated in the Hechinger Institute 
on Education and the Media, a part of Columbia University's Teachers 
College. Its function seems to be to encourage yet more education 
reporters to go native. The economics of education do not figure promi- 
nently among its offerings. 

Another editor must be blamed for getting me writing about the 
teacher unions: James W. Michaels, the longtime (1961—1998) editor of 
Forbes and the creator of the modern magazine. In his later years, Michaels 


ran the magazine by lobbing thunderbolts down from his farm, about one 
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hundred miles from Manhattan. As a taxpayer in this rural community, he 
became interested in why his taxes were always going up and in who was 
spending his money. The answer was obvious, as usual: school spending is 
always the largest spending item in local government budgets, averaging up 
to 40 percent, sometimes much more. And the school budget was increas- 
ing because, according to Michaels’s local paper, “the teachers” and “teach- 
ers’ leaders" insisted they needed more. 

That's more. 

M-O-R-E! 

Who exactly are these “teachers”? Michaels asked himself (or, more 
precisely, asked me and my very able cowriter Leslie Spencer). It material- 
ized, of course, that the debate in this country area was being driven by a 
powerful and well-organized teacher unions local. Community political 
leaders were helpless, if not actually subservient, before it. The hometown 
newspaper accepted its word uncritically and even cloaked it in useful 
anonymity. 

From the economist’s perspective, viewing education as an industry, the 
teacher unions is immediately seen to be a comfortingly familiar problem: 
it’s just a form of restraint on trade. It’s the public sector equivalent of the 
monopolies or “trusts” that excited such public concern almost exactly a 
hundred years ago. 

The “Teacher Trust" lives by extracting financial rewards from society 
as a whole by virtue of its privileged position. In doing so, it leaves society 
as a whole (and, ironically, quite probably many individuals among its own 
members) worse off. Economists have a word to describe the money 
extorted in this way: “rent.” And they have a word for the process of extor- 
tion: “rent-seeking.” 

This book aims to be the public sector equivalent of Ida Minerva Tar- 
bell’s muckraking The History of Standard Oil (1904), which first dramatized 
the emergence of the national corporation and set the stage for the antitrust 
movement. Standard Oil, too, was a hydra-headed entity, with the relationship 
between its various subsidiaries in different states not widely understood. 

Additional note to readers (1): Throughout this book, I refer to “gov- 
ernment schools” rather than “public schools.” I do this because I have 
been told to do so by Milton Friedman, the Nobel laureate who is gen- 


erally agreed to be the greatest economist of the twentieth century. 
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Friedman's point is that the term “public schools” gives a fatally false 
impression of what is really going on." Public schools” are not public in the 
sense of being something you can use without cost. You pay for them in 
taxes, and they are very expensive. Nor are “public schools” controlled by 
the public in any very meaningful way. They are locked away in a tower of 
government regulations—heavily guarded by teacher union patrols. 

"Public" does not sufficiently define the character of the schools,’ Fried- 


man e-mailed me while I was writing this chapter. After all, he went on, 


public utilities [such as power companies] are private entities. If the 
word public were used consistently, Catholic schools would be 
referred to as "public"—everybody recognizes that churches are 
public [i.e., open to the public] institutions. The so-called public 
schools are in fact government entities. "Government" describes 


them: "public" confuses. 


Additional note to readers (2): In case you're wondering, I now have two 
children, Alexander and Hannah Claire, who do go, with varying degrees of 
protest, to their local public school—are its customers, as we like to think 
of it. 

Additional note to readers (3): Some years ago, I published a book called 
Alien Nation: Common Sense About America’s Immigration Disaster. It said 
that current U.S. immigration policy was, well, a disaster. Jerry Adler in 
Newsweek called it *one of the most discussed books of 1995" He might 
more precisely have said one of the most denounced books of 1995. I have not 
changed his mind about immigration policy and in fact now edit a webzine, 
www.vdare.com, dedicated to moaning about it. But nevertheless—readers 
will be delighted, or disappointed, to know—there is no mention of immigra- 
tion policy in this book, the genesis of which actually predates my writing on 
immigration. 

Additional note to readers (4): Periodically throughout this book, I use 
the term “Blob” to describe the enormous, interlocking educational estab- 
lishment that has developed around the government school industry—not 
just administrators and school boards, but also schools of education, private 
foundations, and of course the Teacher Trust itself. There is a pervasive com- 
mon culture in this establishment and great inertial momentum, although 


dissidents and countercurrents can be found if you look carefully? The 
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term “Blob” was invented by William J. Bennett, President Reagan’s long- 
suffering but unusually vocal secretary of education. 

Additional note to readers (5):1 also regularly draw attention in this book 
to parallels between, on the one hand, the government school system in 
general and the Teacher Trust in particular, and, on the other hand, the 
Soviet Union in general, and its Communist Party leadership in particular. 
Even a decade after the collapse of Communism, this tends to make sensi- 
tive souls like publishers twitch unhappily. So I want to put on record that 
I make this comparison clinically and without prejudice, purely as a mat- 
ter of economic analysis. I am not saying the Teacher Trust actually is 
Communist. I realize that any use of such a metaphor, no matter how 
appropriate, will enable the Teacher Trust’s more unscrupulous defenders 
to portray me as an “extremist.” But, hey, they do that to all their critics 


anyway—see Chapter 9. 
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The NEA, Representatively Assembled 


Alas, regardless of their doom 
The little victims play! 


— iom TAY 
"Ode on a Distant Prospect of Eton College" 


They're extraordinarily fat, for a start. 

Not all of them, of course. But as you stand looking out across the 
cavernous Orange County Convention Center, where the National Edu- 
cation Association is holding its 1999 annual meeting— which it calls its 
"Representative Assembly" and boasts is the largest democratic delibera- 
tive body in the world—you can't avoid the curious feeling that you've 
stumbled into a sort of indoor rally for human hot-air balloons. An 
alarming proportion of attendees wobble and waddle through the teeming 
crowds of teachers—there are reportedly nine thousand delegates and sev- 
eral thousand guests—with thighs like tree trunks, bellies billowing, jowls 
jiggling. 

You don’t want to be mean, of course. But you can’t help thinking: 
what sort of classroom role model for America’s schoolchildren can these 


teachers be? 


The Worm in the Appie 


Perhaps the NEA Assembly really is Representative. Although it often 
comes as news to national journalists isolated on both yuppiefied coasts, as 
Michael Fumento has pointed out, three-fourths of the U.S. population is 
overweight and at least a fifth is obese, to the point where Europeans can pick 
out Americans in crowds. But it’s somehow surprising, given the NEA’s 
unmistakably teacherish air of perfection and its habit, deeply irritating to 
political conservatives, of demanding perfection from America and the world 


at large. Resolutions passed at recent Representative Assemblies include: 


@ "The Association also expresses concern that the prac- 
tice of capital punishment in the United States impacts 
individuals disproportionately on the basis of social 


class, race, ethnicity, and gender." (Gender?!) 


€ “The Association strongly recommends pre-service 
preparation and staff development for education 
employees that present strategies for handwriting 
instruction of left-handed students. Such training 
should also address sensitizing instructional staff to the 


needs of left-handed students." 


@ "The Association also opposes the exploitation of 


women as mail-order brides." 


Moral of this story: the NEA is human. It’s fallible. 

But still, it’s also, well, large. You wouldn't want it sitting on you—the 
Way it’s sitting on America’s government school system. 

The NEA Representative Assembly is held over every Fourth of July 
weekend. But the atmosphere is not patriotic but partisan. In trusting pri- 
vate, speakers are blatantly political and unquestioningly liberal-Democratic. 
They routinely denounce the “Extreme Right” and the Republican Party, 
somehow not bothering to distinguish between the two. State delegations 
hold caucuses and are seated in separate sections with banners and insignia, 
Just like a national political convention. 

This year, the Florida delegation seems to be holding a competition for 
the most insulting poster punning on Governor Jeb Bush’s name. (Bush has 
especially annoyed the union by signing into law a program that provides 
for the assigning of a letter grade to every government school in the state. 


Parents whose children attend schools with a grade of “F” are to receive a 
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voucher for any school, government or private, they wish to choose.) The 
posters get very insulting indeed. Sometimes they are in dubious taste. The 
role-model question crosses your mind again. 

When the NEA speaks, politicians listen. Every year, the NEA sum- 
mons some prominent national political figure to be its guest keynote 
speaker. This year, it is Hillary Rodham Clinton. She is beginning what 
seems likely to be a bitter battle to be elected senator from New York. Her 
entrance is ecstatically hailed. Her exit is bid an ecstatic farewell. But the 
hail is no more ecstatic than the farewell, because Clinton’s speech is artless, 
policy-wonkish and, frankly, mildly anti-climactic. It might almost have 
been written by an NEA committee—as it probably was. Much of it is a 
long, detailed list of somewhat trivial NEA objectives that she dutifully 
endorses (“Phase out emergency certification! . . . Don’t give new teachers 
the toughest jobs!” 

The crowd applauds each one until Clinton plods into a passage sup- 
porting charter schools, albeit only if they are staffed by NEA members. 
This is greeted with stricken silence. Charter schools are another fashion- 
able reform idea in education: they are public but independent of local reg- 
ulation, often with significant private input (see Chapter 11).The NEA has 
endorsed them reluctantly—and only if they are unionized, naturally. But 
they are still viewed with intense suspicion by the activist rank and file. 

Clinton and her speechwriters have betrayed a tin ear. You begin to feel 
that she will not prevail in a contest against a ruthless counterpuncher like 
New York mayor Rudolph Giuliani, her presumed Republican opponent. 
(In the event, Giuliani withdraws from the race because of ill health and 
Clinton, with teacher unions support, handily beats the candidate put up by 
the Republican machine.) 

The NEA’s intense partisanship is actually even more surprising than it 
might appear. The union’s own figures have shown that about a third of its 
members are Republicans. Almost half have voted for winning Republican 
presidential candidates like Ronald Reagan and George Bush. There is even 
an "NEA Republican Educators’ Caucus,” although cynics wonder who is 
supposed to be influencing whom. (Answer: the NEA/R ECS5 literature on 
"Organizing a State Republican Educators’ Caucus" says sternly, “Keep 
uppermost in your mind that the goal of our group is to support and per- 
petuate the cause of public [i.e., government] education . . .”) 


You do see a few of the thin-lipped, aggrieved-looking student-leftist 
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types you’ve grown to know and love when you were attending college. 
Arguably in this category is the well-dressed, carefully coiffed figure of 
Robert Chanin, the NEA’s longtime general counsel and partner in the 
Washington, D.C., labor law firm Bredhoff and Kaiser, viewed by many as 
the power behind the NEA throne. He prowls restlessly along the side of 
the auditorium and eventually leaves abruptly, muttering in disgust at one 
of the many procedural tangles. 

But, quite clearly, many of the delegates, bouncing beach balls in the 
aisles as the conference grinds down into chaos on its last day, repeatedly 
having to be hushed from the podium (role model again!), are just fat and 
happy. They are simply having a good time. The sessions are long, but there 
are knowing jokes about how much time the delegates manage to spend at 
Disney World and Orlando’s other attractions. 

In a restaurant the evening after Hillary Clinton speaks, you even get 
talking to a pleasant delegate who cheerfully allows as how she liked Clin- 
ton and also the keynote speaker the previous year—Bob Dole! 

Bob Dole? You are fairly certain that the NEA’s politically-committed 
leadership would not—in fact, no way, never!—have invited Senator Dole 
(R..-Kansas), the GOPS presidential nominee in 1996. But she insists that 
they did: she saw him! Later you find out that she is confusing Dole with 
Vice President Al Gore, a distinctly different politician. Indeed, Gore was 
actually Number Two on the Democratic ticket that ran against and 
defeated Dole. 

Close—but, well, no cigar. 

Again, it 1s important to be fair to this woman. Amazing as it appears to 
journalists, normal people are simply not very interested in politics. To 
them, confusing two presidential candidates from a past election cycle 
would seem a perfectly natural mistake. 

Still, the exchange does raise one of the unspoken realities of America’s 
government school industry: its workforce is overwhelmingly female. About 
three-quarters of all government school teachers are women. Arguably, this 
influences the industry’s values, such as its marked preference for coopera- 
tion over competition. There is a serious argument, made for example by 
Christina Hoff Sommers,’ that this is part of a societal syndrome that has 
become a serious problem for little boys, who find competition exciting 


and hate sitting still. 
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But more particularly, almost three-quarters of the NEA’s members are 
women. And this presents a paradox. Research over fifty years has clearly 
established that women, in every age group and at all educational levels, are 
systematically less interested in and knowledgeable about politics than are 
men.° (This is not, of course, to say women are interested in nothing. They 
tend to have a strong concern with concrete practical matters that affect 
them directly—like education.) 

Yet this heavily female union is one of the most political. And so are its 
leaders. The NEA’s officers are typically about a half to two-thirds male. 
There has been no female NEA president since Mary Futtrell, whose term 
ended in 1989. Ironically, the NEA parallels the pattern found on the 
management side of government schools: the rank-and-file teachers are 
women; the principals and, above them, superintendents, are men— 
increasingly so as you go up the organizational pyramid. 

Critics argue that the NEA is a political science textbook case: it exem- 
plifies the “iron law of oligarchy,’ the tendency of organizations with large 
memberships to degenerate from democracies into elite-driven groups, 
captured by their career staffs and serving the interests of their professional 
leaders. 

It is at least possible that one reason this has happened, and why the 
NEAs policy stands are so left-wing, is that a lot of the membership just 
plain doesn’t care what games the boys on the permanent staff are playing, 
out there in the political playground. 

After Hillary Clinton leaves, so do the journalists. All of them—like 
chicks following the mother hen. The press section, a sort of chicken coop 
alarmingly placed right under the (fortunately indifferent) noses of the 
NEA delegates, who tower up in serried ranks to the distant ceiling, emp- 
ties out completely. For long periods of time, the Educational Intelligence 
Agency’s mustachioed Michael Antonucci is the only inhabitant, making 
voluminous notes and chuckling darkly to himself. 

Mike Antonucci is a journalist who has also been a member of Local 3 
of the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers in New York City 
and an instructor-navigator in the U.S. Air Force—he says he was dismayed 
to find his students couldn’t do simple mental arithmetic. He set up his 
Educational Intelligence Agency research firm (www.eiaonline.com) in 


Sacramento, California, in 1997. His signature product is a free weekly e-mail 
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report on the world of government education and the teacher unions, now 
sent to thousands of readers. 

EIA has found it tellingly easy to scoop both the major media and their 
local counterparts. For example, EIA first appeared on the national radar 
during the 1998 efforts of the National Education Association and the 
American Federation of Teachers to merge. Virtually every news outlet 
assumed the merger would occur in short order. After all, the union leaders 
told them so. But Antonucci reported that the merger was in serious doubt. 
For months he published updated lists of which NEA state affiliates would 
vote for or against merger. The week before the NEA vote, while NEA 
president Bob Chase was still predicting victory, Antonucci published an 
article on the Wall Street Journal editorial page (June 30, 1998) predicting 
defeat. 

The merger needed a two-thirds majority to pass. It failed, with only 
42 percent of the delegates’ vote. 

The defeat of the NEA/AFT merger gave Antonucci instant credibil- 
ity. His bulletins are now disseminated not just to educators and interested 
policy people, but at the highest levels of both major teacher unions and 
their affiliates 

This year, Antonucci has discovered that the press, i.e., in effect, 
Antonucci himself, has been forbidden to speak to delegates on the con- 
vention floor. He has responded by announcing in his daily e-mail confer- 
ence communiqué that he will come in early each morning before the 
Assembly session begins, so that his many union readers can introduce 
themselves and chat. Later, he learns to his delight that delegates are down- 
loading his communiqués in the center’s computer center, copying them, 
and circulating them on the convention floor. 

Antonucci has a market niche because, despite the NEA’s power, and 
its very visible headquarters building in Washington, D.C.—conveniently 
placed between the White House and the former Soviet embassy—it 
receives virtually no attention from the huge national press corps. There 
have been no full-scale profiles in the major media of NEA presidents 
Keith Geiger (1990-1 996) and Bob Chase (1996-2002), nor of executive 
director Donald Cameron (1983—2000) or his successor John Wilson. The 
NEA top brass seems to like it that way—they even refuse to appear in 
Who Who in America. 
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Journalists don't like to admit it, but their business largely consists of 
the energetic use of stereotypes. This is not entirely a bad thing. The word 
“stereotype” itself derives from the standing blocks of type that printers 
used to keep handy so that they wouldn't have to waste time repeatedly set- 
ting phrases and sentences that recur frequently—such as "teacher union,” 
"public education,’ and “must have more money!" The reason stereotypes 
worked for the printers is that the phrases did indeed recur frequently. Sim- 
ilarly, referring to the word’s modern use, it’s a common (if whispered) 
observation that “all stereotypes are true"—there'5 enough truth in them to 
make them credible. 

But journalists have no stereotype to help them deal with the teacher 
unions. There is no familiar morality play for them to fall back on—nothing 
to compare with “Greedy Company Sells Dangerous Pharmaceuticals 
Harming Photogenic Children, Requiring Heroic Politicians To Pass Strict 
Laws." Or “Two Controversial Candidates Face Off In An Election To Be 
Held On A Date Certain, With [Usually] A Clear Result.” 

So off the Journalists scuttle after Hillary, cheeping and flapping their 
wings importantly, following a story that they—and their editors—recognize 
as a story. 

The story of the NEA moves on without them. 

There are a few NEA-watchers left. One is Charlene K. Haar, a neat 
woman with elegant cheekbones and green-hazel eyes. She smiles enigmati- 
cally as she navigates through the milling crowds, inspecting the vast array of 
booths set up by exhibitors and NEA interest groups, as colorful as the huck- 
sters and jugglers at any medieval fair, writing occasionally on a notepad. A 
former public school teacher from South Dakota, eligible to attend the con- 
ference because she is a paid-up member of NEA (Retired), Haar is presi- 
dent of the Washington, D.C.—based Education Policy Institute—and, in 
effect, a spy. 

EPI is a small shoot in the vast proliferating jungle of education organ- 
izations. But it offers a rare market-based critique of the education indus- 
try and incisive criticism of the teacher unions movement, including Haar’s 
own exposés of the way in which, unnoticed, it has captured the PTA. (Yes! 
Those nice ladies who hold bake sales. See Chapter 4). 

Haar is currently engaged in one of her favorite conference pastimes. 


Studying the exhibitors tells her who is slipping money to the NEA. At one 
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point during the NEA-favoring Clinton administration, federal govern- 
ment exhibitors included the Social Security Administration, the U.S. 
Department of Education, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s 
Office of Environmental Education, and the EPA’s Office of Indoor Air and 
the EPA’s Office of Solid Waste and the EPA’s Stratospheric Protection 
Division . . . all of them, of course, paying for the privilege. 

Haar is also interested in exactly what covens of cranks are trying to 
recruit the teachers of your child. In the peculiar atmosphere of the NEA 
Representative Assembly, they're barely noticed. There's the loony-Left 
Peace and Justice Caucus, of course, third in size after the Women’s Caucus 
and the Black Caucus. But this is the NEA Representative Assembly, after 
all. Out there in the real world, however, parents are shocked to hear that 
the Gay/Lesbian Caucus is the NEA’ next biggest and, according to some 
measures, its most aggressive. (By the 2001 Representative Assembly in Los 
Angeles, the Gay/Lesbian Caucus’s efforts to influence school curriculums 
had become a real public relations problem for the NEA, leading to pick- 
eting by Christian groups and counterpicketing by NEA delegates.) 

Haar also notes, caustically, the paucity of textbook exhibitors . . . as 
usual. Publishers have apparently learned from experience that—apart from 
ensuring that textbooks take the politically correct line on racism, homo- 
phobia, etc., etc.—no one at the Representative Assembly is actually inter- 
ested in education. 

Also still on the NEA trail is Haar’s colleague Myron Lieberman, EPI’s 
chairman, a tall, athletic, balding, bespectacled bloodhound—still a regular 
tennis player in his late seventies. Lieberman has an extraordinary history: a 
former teacher-unions activist, narrowly defeated in 1962 for the American 
Federation of Teachers’ leadership by Al Shanker, life member of the NEA, 
former expert witness for the NAACP Legal Defense and Education Fund 
in school desegregation cases in the Deep South, labor negotiator for 
school boards, finally converted to a leading free-market analyst of the edu- 
cation industry (“I’m a slow learner"), author of key books like The Teacher 
Unions (1997) and Public Education: An Autopsy (1993). 

Mike Lieberman is a tough guy. Glowingly treated by Leslie Spencer 
and myself in one of our Forbes NEA cover stories (“Public Education . . . is 
a classic and unanswerable application of economic concepts to educa- 
tion”), he rewarded us with a letter to the magazines proprietor, Steve 


Forbes, demanding that reporting on the teacher union be improved. This 
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year, when NEA president Bob Chase briefly converted Representative 
Assembly proceedings into a sort of secular memorial mass for the Colum- 
bine High School massacre victims—who included an NEA member!—and 
at his request everyone, including journalists, stood for a moment’s silence, 
Lieberman did not. He just sat in the press coop unmoving, with his arms 
folded. 

Congratulated afterward on this stern sit on principle, Lieberman was 
dismissive: “It’s just like some corporation using Columbine in their adver- 
tisements.” 

And so the Assembly shambles on. Occasionally, there are eruptions of 
obscure acerbity. Hundreds of speakers want to address a proposal to forgive 
a $2.3 million loan to Education Minnesota, the new union resulting from 
a state-level merger between Minnesota’s NEA and AFT affiliates. Oppo- 
nents object that the merger had violated the previous year’s agreement 
that there should be no state-level mergers until guidelines had been estab- 
lished. After a fierce two-hour debate and a roll-call vote, the loan forgive- 
ness fails, by a mere 40 votes out of over 8,000 cast. 

Obviously, the prospect of an NEA/AFT merger continues to gener- 
ate bitter—and near-deadlocked—division. (Equally obviously, the NEA 
hierarchy still supports merger. The Education Minnesota loan forgiveness 
was simply brought up again at the next year’s RA, and, late at night, nar- 
rowly passed.) 

Other divisions do indeed represent the vast, multitudinous nature of 
America. Delegates from the hunting states of the West are clearly uneasy 
during a gun-control debate. But their concerns are brushed aside by the 
big-city battalions. A California delegate (Oakland’s Bob Mandel, a 
perennial aggrieved leftist) speaks in favor of a resolution supporting 
black radical Mumia Abu-Jamal, jailed for the murder of a Philadelphia 
policeman—interestingly, it materializes that classes about his case are being 
taught in some government schools. But a Pennsylvania delegate complains 
that in his city this will inevitably lead to the newspaper headline: “NEA 
Supports Convicted Cop-Killer" The motion is referred to the Executive 
Committee, where it will be quietly buried. A Hawaiian delegate supports 
the anti-abortion motion and, to everyone's horror, reads an excruciating 
poem written from the point of view of an aborted fetus. The prospects for 
an anti-abortion motion at an NEA Representative Assembly make Bob 


Dole’s chances of a speaking invitation seem positively golden, but it is 
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nevertheless an annual event. A motion urging closing of the School of the 
Americas, a counterinsurgency training school, in Fort Benning, Georgia, 
is actually defeated after the intervention of an NEA delegate with mili- 
tary experience. (Really radical political motions have been somewhat out 
of fashion at recent Representative Assemblies, perhaps a measure of the 
pressure the NEA is feeling—and, this year, of the looming presidential 
election.) 

A Connecticut delegate, Walter Domeika, proposes two motions about 
members’ relations with UniServ staff—the full-time state-level union 
workers, largely financed by the NEA in Washington, who account for 
much of the NEA’s famed discipline and electoral muscle (see Chapter 4). 
One of Domeika’s motions calls for “a code of ethics for UniServ staff.” It 
is defeated without debate. But the other, seeking “to reduce the interfer- 
ence by nonelected affiliate staff in policy-making and governance mat- 
ters,” passes in a close vote. Most support comes from the Connecticut, 
Wisconsin, Pennsylvania, and California delegations. Friction between 
UniServ staff and union members is a quiet but constant undercurrent in 
NEA life, audible to few ears other than Mike Antonucci’. 

As the Assembly reaches its last day, its inherent unwieldiness becomes 
apparent. The final afternoon session lasts a marathon eight hours. No less 
than fifty “New Business Items” are disposed of. Any group of fifty dele- 
gates can propose a New Business Item at the Representative Assembly, 
which in a meeting swarming with liberal activists guarantees a lot of 
motions that will irritate conservatives out in the real world. But the 
motions look somewhat less meaningful when you see the increasingly 
frantic stampede in which they are debated. 

Or not debated—as the evening wears on, delegates make repeated 
attempts to suspend the rules and limit discussion. A few are successful, but 
proceedings still don't move fast enough. The hall begins to empty and piz- 
zas are ordered by some of the remaining delegates, who are quietly begin- 
ning to starve. 

Finally, the rules are amended to allow for voting on items without 
debate—if there is no objection from the floor. But NEA vice president 
Reg Weaver,* chairing the Assembly during one of President Chase’s rare 


*In July 2002, Reg Weaver was elected NEA President, succeeding Bob Chase. 
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absences from the podium, misunderstands the motion. Instead, he requires 
a majority vote to debate each item. This makes the threshold for debate 
much higher. Every debate vote fails. So each of the remaining items is 
voted up or down, without debate. 

A large and vociferous group of delegates gets increasingly furious. A 
near riot breaks out. It has to be quelled by Bob Chase himself, presumably 
yanked back from a much-deserved drink. 

But the majority still wants to finish up and go home. So, without 
debate, the Assembly commits NEA to a grab-bag of policies, such as doc- 
umenting “the positive impact of higher salaries on the quality of education 
employees and the performance of their students" and—mysteriously— 
promoting "the true beginning of the twenty-first century and the third 
millennium as January 1, 2001." Two items calling for boycotts of Wal- 
Mart Corporation and "any company when its owners or its major stock- 
holders have taken a favorable school voucher position" are referred to the 
Executive Committee, in accordance with NEA rules. (Mike Antonucci 
confidently predicts they will be buried too. They are.) 

Then the 1999 Representative Assembly is over. Everyone reels out 
into the steaming night. 

Jaded eyes in the press coop have finally located a pretty woman, pack- 
ing up in the Puerto Rican delegation—tight slacks, long dark hair. 

The Educational Policy Institute’s Mike Lieberman, with combative 
instincts whetted in many union faction fights, argues that even a small 
group of conservative teachers could have a big impact at the Representa- 
tive Assembly. At least, they could ask embarrassing questions about issues 
the NEA staff doesn’t want publicized, such as how much the staff is really 
being paid. 

Maybe so. The NEA leadership does have great power, because 
Robert’s Rules of Order invests great authority in the chair. Many dele- 
gates are liberal ideologues, who would no doubt react with their usual 
indignation at the sight of any opposition at all. But a lot of delegates, as 
we have seen, are not political. And a vast sprawling affair like the NEA’s 
Representative Assembly is probably too chaotic to be truly under any- 
ones complete control. 

On the other hand, challenging the RA status quo would probably be 


like punching a pillow—and in slow motion, because of parliamentary pro- 
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cedure. You would need real dedication to want to do something like that 
to an innocent July Fourth weekend. 

The Orange County Convention Centers newspaper reports that the 
following week's conference 1s from a very different America: fifteen thou- 
sand members of the Christian Booksellers Association. They obviously are 
not impressed by the NEAS claim to numerical bragging rights for its Rep- 
resentative Assembly. 

But then, the NEA—or at least its leadership—is certainly not impressed 


by the Christian Booksellers Association either. 


something Is Rotten 
in the American Education Apple 


“Either you’re part of the solution or part of the problem.” 


—1960s slogan 


Coincidentally, across the continent in California, while the NEA’s Repre- 
sentative Assembly was in full shamble in Orlando, reporter Emily Gurnon 
of the San Francisco Examiner was spending her Independence Day in the 
local shopping malls, asking teenagers a simple question: 

Identify the country from which America won its independence. 


Here are a few of the answers she got: 


@ “Japan or something, China. Somewhere out there on 
the other side of the world. It’s like Independence Day 


for the presidents, or some shit like that.” 
@ “It wouldn’t be Canada, would it?” 
e “I don’t know; I don't even, like, have a clue.” 


@ “I want to say Korea. I’m tripping.” (Of course, in the 


Bay Area, Korea may seem like a reasonable guess.) 
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“One student wondered aloud whether the Fourth of July was some- 
how related to Pearl Harbor,’ Gurnon wrote. “Another was not sure 
whether our independence came before or after the Vietnam War.” 

How has America, victorious in the cold war, the world’s richest coun- 
try and its sole remaining superpower, been brought to the point where its 
very origins are unknown to its young adults? (A few months later, a sur- 
vey showed that a majority of seniors in the top fifty-five colleges and universities 
could not identify Valley Forge, words from the Gettysburg Address—or 


even basic principles of the U.S. Constitution.) 


You're pretty well assured of horror stories like this whenever you talk to 
parents or trawl into the press. Thus, about the same time, Susan Reimer of 
the Baltimore Sun agonized in print over why her teenage son had never 
heard the word "predicate." “At 15," she wrote, “he cannot tell the difference 
among ‘there, ‘their, and they're; and I fear for his future employment.” 

Similarly, you're pretty well assured of finding horror stories, in some 
ways more disturbing, about teachers. Many parents have savored the expe- 
rience—exquisite if they remember their own school days—of getting 
notes from teachers that contain spelling and grammar mistakes. Andrea 
Peyser of the New York Post found a particularly striking case. She published 
excerpts from a note that one Brooklyn elementary school teacher had 
written to a parent. The unnamed teacher described this parent’s child as 
“very high proactive . . . Why is he not learning or learning so but so little, with my 
help," the note continued. “How comes his past teachers have been passing him 
from grade to grade without he advancing or progressing academically [sic]. I will like 
to know what is causing the mental blockage.” 

A sound sentiment. But still . . . 

Peyser asked a representative of the local teacher union to comment on 
the note. “With some of the lowest wages in the state, we have difficulty 
attracting and retaining the best and brightest teachers,” explained United 
Federation of Teachers spokesman Ron Davis."? 

But at the time, the teacher pay scale in the Brooklyn government 
school system ran from $30,000 for starting teachers to $67,000. In other 
words, experienced teachers earned more than twice the average annual 


income in Brooklyn, which that year was $29,642." 
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It gets better. For reasons that will become all too apparent, teacher 
candidates in forty-one states are now required to pass a competency test 
before receiving a teaching certificate. Despite low standards for passing and 
multiple opportunities allowed to make the grade, such tests remain con- 
troversial. A group of minority applicants who failed the California Basic 
Educational Skills Test (CBEST) sued the state, claiming the tests were 
racially discriminatory. 

Their case was definitely not helped by the deposition of one plaintiff, 
Sara Boyd. Boyd was a former teacher and guidance counselor who was 
required to take the CBEST test to obtain a school administration creden- 
tial. She had received many awards and accolades during her years in the 
government school system. But she could not pass the mathematics portion 
GENE CBEST. 

In a videotaped deposition, Boyd mentioned that 6 of 80 teachers at 
her school were black—1 or 2 percent by her estimation. Then she realized 
that 8 teachers were black. 

“So, in fact, 10 percent of the faculty is African American,’ said the 
defense attorney. 

“No, Boyd replied. 

“What percent of 80 is 82” the attorney asked. 

For forty seconds, there was silence. Then Boyd asked, “Can you 
rephrase that? I’m drawing a blank here.” 

The attorney complied. 

Boyd answered: ^That's about 1 percent”? 

Endless eructations about public education in the United States have 
joined death and taxes as inevitabilities of American life. As noted above, the 
publication of A Nation at Risk touched off one such furor in 1983. Its reper- 
cussions are still being felt. But there was another classic case twenty-five 
years earlier: the furor touched off by the Soviet Union’s launch of the earth- 
orbiting Sputnik satellite in 1957. After that national trauma, authorities as 
diverse as nuclear submariner Admiral Hyman Rickover and the Rockefeller 
Brothers Fund put out books—urging “excellence” and improved scientific 
education—that could be reprinted today. 

Significantly, the Sputnik-era reforms turned out to have a remarkable 
tendency to be things that the Educational Establishment wanted anyway. 


The New Math reflects its perennial progressive search for ways to finesse 
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the distressingly unreconstructed grind of learning. The move to larger 
school districts and comprehensive high schools, advocated in a seminal 
1959 report by former Harvard president James B. Conant, was a happy jus- 
tification, in the language of managerial efficiency and national emergency, 
of a trend favored by Educrats and already well under way. 

On current form, the next national panic about public education will 
strike in about, say, 2008. I helpfully provide a non-Educrat wish list of 
reforms in Chapter 14, so that, this time, parents and taxpayers can be ready. 

How bad is America’s government school system? I think it’s important 
to distinguish two distinct problems. First, there is the much-celebrated qual- 
itative problem—epitomized by the education level of seventeen-year-olds in 
their last year of high school (the “output,” as I like to think of them) as meas- 
ured by objective tests. But second, and much less discussed, there is the quan- 
titative problem—what input of resources the system is consuming. 

As I noted earlier, this economic way of thinking is profoundly unnatu- 
ral for educators. They just think that education, and spending on education, 
is good and more education, and more spending on education, is better. So 
its perhaps not surprising, given this mind-set, that the quick answer to the 


question: how bad is the government school system? is as follows: 


@ qualitatively—very mixed 


@ quantitatively—catastrophic 


The most popular measure of public education’s qualitative problem is 
the average scores on the Scholastic Aptitude Test, taken by college-bound 
seventeen-year-olds. Average SAT scores did start to deteriorate dramati- 
cally in the 1960s and 1970s. There was no obvious demographic or other 
reason for this. The test was being taken by a larger and more diverse group 
of students, but these changes were more or less complete by 1960. The 
conclusion was unavoidable: there really was a decline in the quality of 
education—a phenomenon that education commentators now call the 
“Great Decline? The mounting public distress that eventually provoked A 
Nation at Risk was indeed justified. 

The NEA responded by calling for the abolition of standardized testing. 

[t is a very awkward fact for the NEA that the "Great Decline" 


occurred at exactly the time when teachers were becoming, unionized. 
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There were essentially no teachers in collective bargaining units in 1962, 
when average SAT scores stood at their highest point, on the edge of the 
plateau they had traversed during the previous decade. Twenty years later, 
scores had slipped down, by about 10 percent or so. At least two-thirds of 
all teachers were in collective bargaining units. Average Math SAT scores 
have since recovered somewhat—back to 514 in 2001, as opposed to 516 
in 1967—probably still below levels of the early 1960s, but test recentering 
has made comparisons prior to 1967 difficult. Average Verbal SATs in 2001 
were 506, however, still decisively below the 543 average of 1967.? And 
about 70 percent of teachers are now in collective bargaining units. 

Correlation is not cause, needless to say.A lot of other things happened 
in the 1960s and 1970s, as NEA leaders incessantly point out. But it is sug- 
gestive. 

Of course, average SAT scores are not a perfect measure of the govern- 
ment school system’s output quality. For one thing, the average SAT scores 
that are usually reported in the media include private school students— 
whose performance is significantly better. Separating out the private school 
effect over time is something else that has been made more difficult by test 
recentering. But since 1996, government schools alone have consistently 
averaged four or five points below the consolidated average for all schools. 
Thus in 2001 the government school system’s verbal SAT average was 510 
as opposed to 514 for all schools; its math SAT average was 502 as opposed 
to 506 for all schools. Quite probably this sort of shortfall has existed for 
many years. 

And average SAT scores can certainly be distorted by the proportion of 
seventeen-year-olds taking the test. More students taking the SAT arguably 
means a lower average result, as the test reaches further down the barrel of 
academic ability. But average SAT scores, whatever their weaknesses, do 
have one indisputable virtue: They are the single best predictor of the col- 
lege grades that the test-takers will eventually achieve. So, in production 
management terms, the semiprocessed material being fed into the higher 
education hopper has recovered somewhat from the “Great Decline” —but 
is still flawed. 

A broader measure of education’s output quality trend is provided by 
the Congressionally mandated National Assessment of Educational 


Progress (NAEP). It looks at the performance of the average—as opposed 
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to college-bound—student, using a number of tests (“Reading,” “Mathe- 
matics,” “Science” etc.) Unfortunately, NAEP testing began only around 
1970. By that time, much of the “Great Decline” had occurred. Generally, 
however, the NAEP data supports the more recent SAT story: early 
declines, some slight late improvements, basically sideways movement, 
ho hum. 

Thus seventeen-year-olds’ Reading scores averaged 285 in 1971 and 
288 in 1999. Their Mathematics scores were 304 in 1973 and 308 in 1999. 
Their Science scores, however, did not recover—305 in 1970, declining 
noticeably to 295 in 1999." 

However, overall averages can be misleading in a society as diverse as 
the United States is becoming because of federal immigration policy. 
The NAEP racial subgroups appear to have a particularly interesting 
story to tell. It is a long-established phenomenon, for which the reasons 
are disputed, that black and Hispanic seventeen-year-olds systematically 
score below white seventeen-year-olds. However, in the 1970s and 
1980s, both black and Hispanic seventeen-year-olds staged sharp rallies 
in achievement. But their progress seems to have stalled in more recent 
years. 

In Reading, blacks rose from 239 in 1971 to 274 in 1988—and then 
fell back to 264 in 1999 (whites scored 295 in 1999). In Mathematics, 
blacks rose from 270 in 1973 to 289 in 1990—and then fell back to 283 in 
1999 (whites scored 315 in 1999). In Science, blacks rose from 235 in 1982 
to 260 in 1996—and then fell back to 254 in 1999, actually below the 258 
they had scored as long ago as 1969 (whites scored 306 in 1999). 

In Reading, Hispanics rose from 252 in 1975 to 275 in 1990—and 
then fell back to 263 in 1994, only partially recovering to 271 in 1999. In 
Mathematics, Hispanics rose from 277 in 1973 to 292 in 1992—but then 
effectively stalled, scoring 293 in 1999. In Science, Hispanics rose from 262 
in 1977 to 276 in 1999, but even here there was a brief sagging back to 261 
in 1994. 

Just as the Vikings were driven from their settlements in Greenland by 
the medieval multicentury global cooling that has been called the “Little 
Ice Age,” so in the 1990s American minority seventeen-year-olds seem to 
have been affected by what might be called (in homage to the old Dustin 


Hoffman movie) a “Little Great Decline.” Significantly, we can find no par- 
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ticular discussion among educators and policymakers of this latest unfortu- 
nate development. The Blob assimilates bad news slowly. 

Chester E. Finn 1s president of the Thomas B. Fordham Institute and a 
longtime member of the National Assessment Governing Board, which 
oversees NAEP. He summarizes its overall trend among seventeen-year- 
olds since the end of the “Great Decline” in one word: “flat.” And, as author 
of What Do Our 17-Year-Olds Know, he points out that, regardless of the 
trend, the absolute achievement levels of seventeen-year-olds are low. Only 
about 30 percent of American seventeen-year-olds would be able to read a 
magazine like Forbes. 

Which means that even fewer of them could read this book. 

One way of judging American seventeen-year-olds’ absolute level of 
achievement is to compare them with other countries. This is a story for 
which the media does have a handy stereotype. Over many years, interna- 
tional comparisons in mathematics and science achievement have regularly 
shown America students, on average, at or near the bottom of the league of 
industrialized countries. > 

Even isolated outbreaks of good news, when examined closely, turn 
out to be deceptive. Thus in the summer of 1997, President Bill Clinton got 
a lot of publicity for claiming credit when American fourth-graders ranked 
second in the Third International Mathematics and Science Study, famil- 
iarly known as TIMSS. (“There are a lot of people who never believed that 
the U.S. would score in the top two in the world on any of these tests. Now 
they know they are wrong.” But Chicago psychologist and education 
writer Barbara Lerner pointed out at the time that American fourth- 
graders usually did about this well on international tests. Where American 
students do badly is where it really matters—as seventeen-year-olds, at the 
end of the K-12 educational process. 

“Older children resist?’ said Lerner. 

The 1999 TIMSS science and mathematics assessments for eighth- 
graders, released in December 2000, seems to bear out Lerners analysis. In 
science, American students were only just above average—but this was an 
average that included poverty-stricken Third World countries like South 
Africa, Morocco, and Tunisia. Comparable industrialized countries like 
Japan, the Netherlands, Australia, and England were all far ahead. The 


TIMSS mathematics assessment summarized its results starkly: 
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It has been argued, at least in the United States, that recent reforms 
in education had their greatest impact in the earlier grades, and 
that a second TIMSS assessment could show better results for the 
eighth grade in 1999 than in 1995. Despite a modest, nonstatisti- 
cally significant gain at the eighth grade, however, the data show 
that the relative position of the U.S. at grade 8 was below the inter- 


national average in 1999, just as it was in 1995." 


International comparisons are, of course, difficult to make. One problem 
is that the United States really 15, indeed, diverse. Thus the 1999 TIMMS sci- 
ence assessment included data on eighth-graders in several individual Amer- 
ican school districts. One—Naperville School District 203, in the “Silicon 
Prairie" of Illinois’ Chicagoland—was top, outperforming even Taiwan and 
Singapore, the countries with the highest average scores. Another—Miami- 
Dade County PS.—was near the bottom, below Indonesia, Turkey, and 
Tunisia. 

Similarly, the 2000 Program for International Student Assessment organ- 
ized by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD—basically a club of the world’s leading industrialized countries) 
found that out of the thirty-one countries surveyed, U.S. fifteen-year-olds 
ranked, on average, fifteenth in Reading, eighteenth in Math, and fourteenth 
in Science. But—in reading for example—as large a proportion of American 
students scored at the highest levels as in the top-ranked countries. What 
brought the U.S. average down was that American students also scored dis- 
proportionately at the lowest levels. 

The New York Times quoted an OECD official suggesting that the 
United States should direct more help to its lowest-performing students 
and the Bush administration education secretary Rod Paige intoning that 
"average is not good enough for American kids.”® 

But in fact, directing “more help" to the “lowest-performing students" 
has been the Educrat policy since the urban riots of the 1960s. In the mid- 
19905, nearly three-quarters of all federal spending on elementary and sec- 
ondary education went to the disadvantaged and the handicapped; the 
Department of Education report National Excellence found that state and 
local expenditures aimed at the gifted and talented amounted to two 


cents—that’s 2 pennies, not 2 percent—out of every $100 spent."? 
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Still, this is a script in which all roles are comfortingly familiar. The tax- 
payers’ role is to cough up. 

Helpfully, there is another way to put the performance of the U.S. gov- 
ernment school system in perspective: graduation rates. 

Although NAEP scores are certainly a broader measure of the output 
than SAT scores, the news conveyed by them is still only a partial picture. 
The NAEP test is administered to seventeen-year-olds who are in high 
school. And a surprising number of them just aren’t. Again, the 1990s made 
a small—but significant and, once again, sad—contribution to this story. 

The assumption that everyone should graduate from high school is 
quite new. In the 1899-1900 school year, only 6.4 percent of America’s 
seventeen-year-olds—1.e., potential seniors—got a high school diploma. 
After that, the proportion started increasing dramatically, but at the begin- 
ning of World War II it had only just exceeded 50 percent. However, the 
high school graduation rate continued to climb until 1968-1969, when it 
reached 77.1 percent. And there it appeared to run into a ceiling. 

During the years of the “Great Decline" in test scores, there was actually 
a slight deterioration in the high school graduation rate. By 1979-1980, it 
had slipped back down to 71.4 percent. Then, perhaps responding to the 
reform efforts provoked by the A Nation at Risk controversy, the high school 
graduation rate recovered a little in the 1980s, struggling up to 73.8 percent 
by 1989-1990. In the 1990s, however, it deteriorated again, down to 69.3 
percent in 1997—1998—the lowest level since 1961-1962. Again, we can 
find little discussion among education commentators of this further evi- 
dence of a mid-1990s “Little Great Decline.” 

Partly, this may be because the deterioration in the 1990s was masked 
by an increase in eighteen- to twenty-four-year-olds taking the General 
Educational Development (GED) certification. If you lump both together, 
you get a more respectable “high school completion rate” that’s about ten 
percentage points higher. And this is indeed the happy number generally 
cited. Unfortunately, there is long-standing evidence that employers do not 
view a GED as the equal of a high school diploma.” 

And the fact remains that for about one out of four children, America’s 
government school system is completely failing to function as advertised. 
These children are not going to the Senior Prom, Graduation Day, etc., etc., 


according to the much-mythologized pattern of American teenagers’ lives. 
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They are dropping out. And, despite successive waves of reform, the gov- 
ernment school system has been failing in this way, with about a quarter of 
its students consistently dropping out, for nearly forty years. 

The much-vaunted post—Nation at Risk reforms haven't helped the 
graduation rate at all. In fact, if anything, things have gotten worse. The high 
school graduation rate has never been above the 77.1 percent reached back 
ua, 1965—1069- 

When you see a failure as profound and persistent as this, you have to 
ask if what is being attempted is, perhaps, impossible. At least you do if 
you're Charles Murray, coauthor with the late Richard J. Herrnstein of the 
controversial 1994 mega-bestseller The Bell Curve: Intelligence and Class 
Structure in American Life (and, like me, the father of two children who 
attend a local government school). 

" Maybe this is the best we can expect," suggests Murray. His point: if 
you accept that people vary in intelligence and that intelligence matters 
in doing schoolwork, then you have to accept that eventually an irre- 
ducible core of students might be reached who just aren't capable of 
earning a high school degree. Or you have to accept that the high school 
course has been dumbed down to the point where even average students, 
let alone bright students, are bored rigid—so that maybe they start drop- 
ping out. 

(This is actually what happened in the case of Dr. Alan Bonsteel, the 
emergency room physician who as president of California Parents for Edu- 
cational Choice played a key role in forcing Educrats to admit that the 
dropout rate is far worse than the senior-year dropout number they usually 
report. But it would be unwise to assume that many dropouts are potential 
doctors.)?! 

In The Bell Curve, Murray and Herrnstein noted that essentially all 
whites in the top quarter of the intelligence range were completing high 
school. By contrast, only about three-fifths of whites in the bottom quar- 
ter of the intelligence range were completing high school. (*Completing" 
means GEDSs are included. And note that Murray and Herrnstein focused 
here only on whites, as in fact they did through most of The Bell Curve, 
in the fond hope that they would thereby be able to isolate the conse- 
quences of intelligence and avoid the emotions triggered by any mention 
orraee.) 
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Of course, it’s distressing that so many of these students are dropping 
out, given that education makes such a difference in their ability to make a 
living. 

But it’s also thought-provoking to consider how many are not dropping 
out. Murray and Herrnstein estimated that over 60 percent of white 
teenagers with IQs below 90 were completing high school. And so were 
nearly half of those with IQs below 75—despite being at or below what is 
considered to be the threshold of retardation, according to its clinical defi- 
nition.” 

What does this say about the quality of a high school diploma? 

(You don't accept that people vary in intelligence, intelligence matters 
in schoolwork, etc., etc? Fine. But, in that case, what’s your explanation of 
the government school system graduation rate’s apparently impenetrable 
ceiling?) 

Note that I am here endorsing one of the defenses often mounted by 
the educational establishment. There has never been a Golden Age of 
American Education. The ideal that everyone should graduate from high 
school has never even been close to realization. And it is further than ever 
from realization today. Where I differ from the educational establishment, 
however, is that I think the universal high school ideal may simply be 
impossible—that it stretches too far the meaning of a common high school 
educational experience. And I wonder if it’s worth the effort and the 
anguish. Let alone the cost. 

Whatever way you look at it, however, it 1s impossible to avoid the 
message of that impenetrable graduation rate ceiling: America’s govern- 
ment school system is either broke (sic) and needs fixing—or it is wrongly 
designed in the first place. 

There is another way to put the government school system in perspec- 
tive: the numbers of parents voting against it with their children—by put- 
ting their children in private schools. 

The proportion of K-12 children in private schools at first appears to 
be eerily stable—and low. It was 11.3 percent of total involvement in 1998, 
the latest year for which figures are available and a virtually identical 11.2 
percent in 1890, the earliest year for which we have data. There were actu- 
ally a higher proportion of children in private schools in 1959 (13.9 per- 


cent) than there are today. 
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But a closer look shows two powerful trends that have masked each 
other. Enrollment in Roman Catholic schools has suddenly (if silently) 
slumped—from a peak of over 12.6 percent of total enrollment in 1960 to 
à recent 4.7 percent. Enrollment in other, non-Catholic private schools, 
however, has soared, from 1 percent of total enrollment in 1960 to a recent 
6.5 percent.” 

Catholic schools are—were—private schools for the poor. The move to 
the suburbs that began in the 1950s drew off their traditional clientele. And 
the decline suffered by all mainstream denominations reduced the numbers 
of nuns and priests available to teach cheaply. (In fact, the NEA has been mak- 
ing noises about organizing lay teachers in Catholic schools.) But by contrast, 
richer families led the move to private schools that began in the 1970s, a 
decade that saw the “Great Decline" in government schools’ educational out- 
put. Their motive appears to be less religious and more educational—which 
must be seen as a more direct reproach to the government school system. 

On top of this, the home schooling underground claims anywhere 
between 850,000, according to the U.S. Department of Education, to 1.6 
to 2 million children in 2001—2002, according to Dr. Brian D. Ray of the 
National Home Education Research Institute.” (Many children, of course, 
go back and forth confusingly.) That could mean that homeschooled chil- 
dren amount to a staggering 1.6 to 4.1 percent of all school attendees. Even 
more staggering, Ray estimates that’s up from only 12,000 children in 1970 
and only 40,000 in 1980. 

And a final way to put the government school system in perspective: 
how much America has to spend to clean up the mess it leaves behind. 
Public universities and colleges spend about $1 billion a year on “remedial 
education —teaching students things they should have learned in high 
school. All community colleges, four out of five public four-year colleges, 
and even more than six out of ten private four-year colleges feel compelled 
to do this. (But note that the $1 billion doesn’t include the private colleges’ 
costs, for which I couldn’t get a good estimate.)” 

“You would have to look very far and very wide to find a college pro- 
fessor who, at least in private, doesn’t think there’s been a decline in the 
quality of students entering college,’ comments Professor Steven Goldberg, 
a sociologist at City University of New York’s City College. Goldberg sus- 


pects that test scores don’t fully capture the decline: 
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It may be that today’s students are the equal of former students in 
vocabulary, ability to calculate, and the like, but possess far less of 
the knowledge that would have been assumed of a high school 
graduate of forty years ago (because, for example, their reading 
comprehension is satisfactory, but they don’t use it nearly as much 


to actually read) . . .*° 


And these students are the ones who have done well enough in high 
school to go on to college. Major American corporations spend $1,100- 
plus a year per employee on training too—which, if it holds across the 
entire labor force, could be as much as $156 billion a year. Some portion of 
that should probably have been completed in the government schools.” 

The American government school system is huge and complex. It 
embraces 5.4 million adults and 47 million children, nearly a fifth of the 
population. Its spending in 1999 amounted to $389 billion or 4.2 percent 
of economy Gross Domestic Product—GDB the standard measure of the 
economys size—making it one of the country’s largest industries, over 
three times larger, for example, than the entire auto, bus, and truck manu- 
facturing industry ($115 billion or 1.2 percent of GDP). Big ships notori- 
ously turn slowly. But this is more like a big fleet. 

Because of this hugeness and complexity, I feel the need to be moder- 
ate in my answer to the question: So how bad is the American government 
school system (qualitative division)? The recovery from the “Great Decline” 
is incomplete at best. There are some worrying recent developments in 
scores and graduation rates, especially for minority children. Clearly, there is 
no decisive trend of improvement. 

On the other hand, we respect Charles Murray and Richard Herrn- 
stein s emphatic 1994 conclusion—itself perhaps surprisingly moderate if 
you haven't read the book—in The Bell Curve: “According to every longitudi- 
nal measure that we have been able to find, there is no evidence that the preparation 
of the average American youth is worse in the 1990s than it has ever been [empha- 
sis added]. ^ (Note the word “average’”—Murray and Herrnstein did 
think that the education of brighter children had suffered, basically because 
the curriculum has been dumbed down.) 

But it must be remembered that the “average American youth" was not 


graduating from high school throughout much of the twentieth century. The 
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"average youth” may have been no better off—but he was not costing the 
taxpayer anything. In fact, he was working and contributing the economy. 
When I checked in with Charles Murray about his current impressions 
of the state of the government school system, he replied with one word: 
"Disaggregate" Some parts of the system work well (Naperville School 
District 203). Some are appalling (Miami-Dade County PS.) 
Conclusion: The systems results in terms of quality are, to put it mod- 


erately, mixed. 


One reason I am comfortable with this moderate conclusion is that I think 
the government school system's qualitative problem is overshadowed by its 
quantitative problem—its hoggish consumption of ever-increasing 
resources to do, at best, the same Job. 

Annual current spending per pupil in the government school system 
has risen inexorably and relentlessly for more than a hundred years. (“Cur- 
rent spending" excludes capital spending—that's to say, it excludes special 
expenditures like the actual building of a school, rather than the costs of just 
running it. It's the more moderate measure.) Annual current spending per 
pupil was $275 in 1890 and $7,086 in 1999—2000—adjusted for inflation 
and expressed in year 2000 dollars. That’s more than twenty-five fold, or 
an average increase of about 3 percent a year. By comparison, the U.S. 
inflation-adjusted Gross Domestic Product (GDP) has increased only about 
o9!'cmespror'an'average"of MO" percent awan 

Note that in 1982, the year of A Nation at Risk, inflation-adjusted per- 
pupil spending was just $4,903. Whatever else the wave of education reform 
triggered by the report achieved—or, more to the point, did not achieve—it 
certainly does seem to have succeeded in increasing inflation-adjusted per- 
pupil spending, by a total of about 45 percent over the next two decades.* 


*There is an unpleasant possibility that standard government school statistics understate per- 
pupil costs for a variety of reasons, possibly by as much as 25-30 percent. These reasons 
include: not appropriately accounting for underfunded teacher pension obligations; inter- 
est on school debt; ignoring private donations, education-related spending by noneduca- 
tion government agencies; exaggerating school attendance. Mike Lieberman raised this 
issue in his Public Education: An Autopsy (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1993), pp. 114—142 and it is the subject of his forthcoming book, coauthored with Char- 
lene Haar, provisionally titled The Real Costs of Public Education. 
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Because people are so used to viewing the government school system 
as a sort of religion or charitable endeavor rather than as an industry, they 
really do assume that education spending is good and that more is better— 
as if education spending were prayer or good works. Naturally, their politi- 
cal leaders follow suit. I still remember the astonished look that came over 
poor George Deukmejians face, when, as a fiscally conservative governor 
of California, he came to breakfast at Forbes and happily boasted that nev- 
ertheless he had increased school spending—only to be greeted with snarls 
from the editors who were fully indoctrinated on this subject because they 
had just gone to press with a story about it. No consumer would boast 
about spending more on a purchase than was absolutely necessary. Why is 
education different? 

The U.S. government school systems per-pupil spending is quite 
exceptional in the world. According to the latest per-pupil spending league 
table prepared by the OECD, only Austria and Belgium spent more. Com- 
parable countries like Australia, Great Britain, and Germany spent signifi- 
cantly less—from as much as one-quarter less to over one-third less per 
pupil. 

And it should be noted that countries that do spend as much per pupil 
as the Americans tend to spend much less on their higher—college-level— 
educational systems. Thus, according to the OECD, Austria spent only 1.5 
percent of its GDP on higher education and Belgium just 0.9 percent. By 
contrast, the U.S. spent (including private colleges) 2.3 percent of GDP— 
more than any other OECD country except South Korea (2.5 percent of 
GDP).” 

No country has an ideal K--12 school system. By historical accident, all 
developed countries have school systems that are more or less government- 
dominated, just as governments always run the mail system, and for no bet- 
ter reason. 

But most countries with expensive per-pupil government K-12 school 
systems do at least get graduates who can function satisfactorily in a mod- 
ern, industrial economy without further processing by educators—or sub- 
sidies from taxpayers. The Americans, however, get to pay at both ends of 
their education system—K -12 and college. 

Another measure of the government school systems hoggish con- 


sumption of resources is personnel. Ever more adults are sucked into the 
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school system, just like matter and light are steadily sucked mto the Black 
Holes that astronomers have detected in outer space. 

Most dramatically—and quite contrary to the popular perception—the 
government school system employs ever more teachers compared to its 
number of students. This trend has been in place for as long as data has been 
collected, but it dramatically accelerated in the mid-twentieth century. For 
every single (heroic) teacher in the government school system in 1870, 
there were 37.6 students. In 1900, every teacher was facing 36.7 students. 
As late as 1930, for every teacher, there were still 30.5 students. But by 
1970, there were only 22.6 students. By 1980, there were 18.7. By 1990, 
each teacher was facing just 17.2 students. And the decline has continued. 
In 1998, the last year for which numbers are available, the teacher-student 
ratio was #: 16159" 

If, as a journalist, you note this trend in print, you are immediately 
inundated with angry letters from teachers complaining that they have 
thirty-five or forty children in their classes and how would you like to do 
their job? (Answer: no. That's why you worked so hard in school). 

There is no doubt these letters are genuine. They reflect very real per- 
sonal and professional distress. But the point is that the resources are avail- 
able—they are already in the government school system. The system has 
indisputably hogged an ever-increasing number of teachers. If that increas- 
ing number of teachers is not translating into reduced class size, that can 
only mean the system is not deploying them effectively. 

Why not? The thesis of this book is that the teacher union is a reason. 
Not the only reason, of course. But definitely one reason. 

It is also true, although guaranteed to annoy teachers even more, that 
educational researchers have been able to demonstrate little or no consis- 
tent relationship between smaller class sizes and student achievement."! This 
finding is again shockingly contrary to what everybody thinks they know 
about education—largely because no one realizes how dramatically 
teacher-pupil ratios have been falling for the last hundred years. But the 
finding is well known, if not enthusiastically hailed, by education experts. 

Its more understandable if you consider the effect on an average student 
of having a class reduced in size within any practical range—from, say, 
twenty-five to twenty. Might help, might not. Many teachers would hardly 


notice. We're not talking about one-on-one tutorials here. But, across the 
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whole government school system, a reduction from twenty-five to twenty 
necessarily requires an enormous increase in resources devoted to education. 
Right off the bat, the bill for teacher salaries alone would increase by 20 per- 
cent—even apart from the extra classrooms and support personnel needed. 
Much of this educational research has been done by economist Eric 
Hanushek, now of Stanford University’s Hoover Institution. Hanushek is 
not dogmatic: he speculates that in certain special situations smaller class 
sizes might well help, although the effects are difficult to measure. In con- 


versation with us, he added this: 


Teacher quality is much, much more important [than class size]. 
Variations in teacher quality across classrooms simply dominate 
everything. In other words, the choice between a good teacher in 
a large class and a mediocre teacher in a small class is pretty clear. 
Unfortunately, the two aspects tend to interact badly. In order to 
reduce class size, you have to hire new teachers. And nothing 


' 
ensures that the new teachers are very good.” 


This is not a theoretical issue. Beginning in 1996, California’s Class Size 
Reduction (CSR) Initiative, actually did attempt to boost student achieve- 
ment by reducing the size of K—3 classes from an average of thirty to a tar- 
get of twenty or fewer students. With a price tag in its first year alone of 
over $1 billion, or $800 for every participating K—3 student, CSR was “by 
far the largest educational reform in the history of this, or any other, 
state” —in the words of the Class Size Reduction Research Consortium, 
which was commissioned to provide an evaluation of the program. The 
consortium consisted of educational establishment organizations like 
American Institutes for Research, RAND, Policy Analysis for California 
Education, WestED, and EdSource. Not a right-wing nut in the bunch. The 


consortiums conclusion in 2002: 


The researchers found no relationship between statewide student achieve- 


° P . . . D 3 
ment and statewide participation in class size reduction.” 


But not to worry. CSR did mean jobs for about sixty thousand more 
members of the California Teachers Association, the INEAS state affiliate. 
And that meant the CTA received about $25 million extra in annual dues. 


So CSR wasn’t a total loss! 
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Sheer teacher numbers do not fully represent the increase in resources 
sucked into the government school system in recent years. Teacher quality 
(at least in terms of education and time served) rose too. Between 1976 and 
1996, the proportion of government school teachers with graduate degrees 
rose from 38 to 56 percent. Median teaching experience rose from eight to 
fifteen years.” 

It just doesn’t seem to have done much good. 

Teachers are not the only adults sucked into the Black Hole of the gov- 
ernment school system. Non-teaching staff—admunistrators, supervisors, 
librarians, guidance counselors, secretaries—are being sucked in even faster. 
In 1949-1950, there were 2.36 teachers for every non-teacher; in 1969—1970 
there were 1.5 teachers for every non-teacher; in 1998-1999 there were 
1.09—almost parity. And remember, the teacher-pupil ratio had been falling 
throughout this period. So the number of students for each member of the 
educational staff, teachers and non-teachers together, has fallen even faster, 
from 19.3 students to 1 staff member, a.k.a. adult, in 1949 to 8.6 students to 
1 staff member in 1998—1999.” In other words, there is now one adult for 
every eight or nine children in the government school system. 

That’s nationwide, of course. From state to state, there are striking— 
and suspicious—variations in school system staffing patterns. One recent 
look showed that teachers as a proportion of adults employed in gov- 
ernment schools varied from 63.3 percent in Rhode Island to 45.2 
percent in Michigan. No fewer than seven states succeeded in having 
more non-teachers than teachers in their education system staff. (Be- 
sides Michigan, they were Oklahoma, Indiana, Mississippi, Florida, New 
Mexico, Vermont.) 

Of course, these crude statistical categories can’t be taken as an index 
of virtue. For example, the District of Columbia had a relatively high (56.8 
percent) proportion of teachers. But its per-pupil spending is exceptionally 
high (highest among all states) and its student scores exceptionally low 
(second lowest of all states) .*° 

On the other hand, in last-ranked Michigan, not only were only 45.2 
percent of the adults employed in the system actually teachers, but also no 
less than 40.2 percent of those adults were at the district level or what DOE 
statisticians called "other"—mostly in county and state offices. This meant 


that two out of every five Michigan "educators" were not in schools at all. 
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They did not have to see (or hear) any children in the course of their work- 
ing day." 

Just teacher unions operatives—come to ask for more money. Perhaps 
not coincidentally, Michigan is a strong labor union state and the birthplace 
of the “Michigan Mafia"—the clique of activists who converted the 
National Education Association into a full-blown labor union after 1960. 
By their fruits, ye shall know them—to quote an authority no longer cited 
in American government schools. 

Teachers, incidentally, don't at all mind you pointing this trend out in 
print. In fact, they are very quick to write letters in support. Quite clearly, 
teachers are intensely aware of the failings of administrators in particular 
and the educational bureaucracy in general. It’s one of the curiosities of the 
education debate that this contradiction within the Educrat establishment 
so rarely surfaces in public. 

However, regardless of whether everyone is right or wrong to believe 
that more teachers relative to the number of pupils must mean better edu- 
cation, from an economists point of view more teachers relative to the 
number of pupils can only mean one thing: declining productivity. The most 
basic definition of productivity is output per employee ("labor productiv- 
ity”). And, obviously, because the teacher-student ratio has been falling for- 
ever, labor productivity has been falling forever too. 

Thus, as we have seen, in 1970—approximately when the government 
school system hit what appears to be its graduation rate ceiling—there was 
one teacher for every 22.6 students. By 1998, there was one teacher for 
every 16.5. This suggests a productivity decline of some 27 percent. If you 
assess productivity in terms of the total number of adults in the government 
school system over the same period, it’s declined even more—by 37 per- 
cent. (And remember, this assumes that the quality of the output—gradu- 
ated students—remained the same. As discussed above, that may very well 
not be the case.) 

A more sophisticated measure of productivity looks at output per 
inflation-adjusted dollar spent (“total factor productivity”). A rising star in 
this uncharted area of the government school system’s productivity is Car- 
oline Hoxby, a young black Harvard economist whose father was a Carter 
administration official (and whose mother was a schoolteacher). In an elab- 


orate calculation, she has estimated that the government school systems 
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total productivity has fallen by roughly two-fifths (39.4 percent) just from 
1970-1971 to 1998-1999. This means, she says, that if some way could be 
found merely to restore school productivity to its 1970-71 level, then the 
average student in the United States would be scoring at an advanced level 
where fewer than ten percent of students now score.” 

Alternatively, if test levels remained the same, increased productivity 
would mean that per-pupil costs, a.k.a. taxes, would fall. 

But the government school system’s costs never fall. They only go up. 
There are apparently never any productivity gains in the education busi- 
ness, despite radio, television, photocopy machines, computers, videos 
(which your children spend more time watching at school than you might 
think, or fear), and all the technological advances of the last hundred years. 
There are only productivity declines. 

This 1s a truly extraordinary, indeed unique, situation. In contrast, since 
1970, labor productivity across the rest of the U.S. nonfarm economy has 
increased at an average rate of about 1.5 percent a year." 

I tried this on the American Federation of Teachers' Al Shanker during 
a debate sponsored by New York's Manhattan Institute some years ago. You 
had to watch Shanker, who was a formidable debater. He immediately 
broke my hold by retorting that education should properly be compared 
with service industries, like banking, where productivity growth was much 
poorer. 

I was impressed. The banking industry was actually quite a good paral- 
lel to the education industry: highly regulated, relatively skilled, labor- 
intensive, ripe for computerization (ATM could stand for Automatic 
Teaching Machine). 

But when I actually looked at the figures, I found that banking produc- 
tivity had increased so much from 1970 through the 1990s—an era not just 
of computerization but of historic banking deregulation—that if the gov- 
ernment school systems productivity had matched bankings after 1970, 
there would have been no increase in inflation-adjusted per-pupil spending at all. 

Overall, labor productivity in the service sector has increased over the 
last three decades by about 1 percent a year—less than in the economy as 
whole, but still positive. But even if you take a service industry in which 
productivity has declined, such as the notoriously fragmented restaurant 


business, you still don't find a productivity catastrophe to match that of the 
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government school system. Thus, if the school business had matched the 
restaurant business over the three decades from 1970 to 2000, annual per- 
pupil spending would have risen from $955 (worth $4,280 in today’s dollars) 
to $5,841 in the 1999-2000 academic year. But in fact annual per-pupil 
spending rose to $8,177. 

In other words, because school productivity did not keep pace with 
restaurant productivity, taxpayers in 2000 had to shell out—per pupil per 
year—an additional $2,300 or so. 

Thats a lot of hamburgers. Or even schoolbooks. And the gap is 
widening every year. 

Like we saw—a catastrophe. 

Why is the government school system’s productivity so catastrophic? Al 
Shanker would certainly have thought of an ingenious excuse. But, alas, this 
lean, intense figure—with his shock of gray hair, his office window shelf 
overflowing with just-published books, and his little-known interest in fine 
wines—died tragically of cancer in 1997.The education industry is a duller 
place without him. 

To an economist, however, the explanation for the government school 
system's productivity catastrophe is immediately obvious. 

“You have an industry whose basic technology hasn’t changed for 
hundreds of years,’ observes William A. Niskanen of the Washington, 
D.C.—based Cato Institute think tank, former acting chairman of the Pres- 
ident’s Council of Economic Advisers. “It’s not allowed to change. Only 
competition can force it to.” 

“One of us frequently tells legislative groups that with the possible 
exception of prostitution, teaching is the only profession we know of that 
probably has no increase in labor productivity in the 2,400 years since 
Socrates was teaching the youth of Athens," wrote Richard K. Vedder and 
Joshua Hall recently in the The Independent Review." 


5? 


"Everyone laughs, but it is true,” adds the irrepressible Vedder, an econ- 
omist at Ohio State University (where correspondence, hate mail, etc. 
should be addressed). “Actually, productivity in prostitution has probably 
risen relative to teaching, simply because of advances in contraceptive and 
disease prevention technology" 

Vedder advocates for-profit schools to change the system's incentives 


and has written a monograph, Can Teachers Own Their Own Schools, arguing 
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that privatization could give teachers a personal financial stake in successful 
education reform." 

The government school system is simply the most prominent outbreak 
of socialism on the American scene. (Unemotionally defined, socialism is 
the government ownership of the means of production, distribution, and 
exchange.) And not surprisingly, after a hundred years or so, the govern- 
ment school system is displaying the classic symptoms of socialism—as they 
could be observed in the economy of the terminal Soviet Union. In fact, 
Americans' endless eructations about their government school system point 
unmistakably to the same problems that plagued the Soviets' collective farm 
system, which suffered some eighty years of alleged bad weather and turned 
Russia from an exporter into an importer of grain. 


The symptoms of socialism, count them: 


1) POLITICIZED ALLOCATION OF RESOURCES 


Socialist economies are ones that “put politics in command,” in the words 
of Chairman Mao Tse-Tung. Investment decisions are made on the basis of 
what the political leaders think will be best, not on the basis of what entre- 
preneurs think will be most profitable—and hence what is most efficient 
economically, as indicated by the price signals the economy sends out. Pol- 
itics are in command of the U.S. government school system. The teacher 
union—along with other bits of the Blob, such as school board associations, 
and opportunistic politicians looking for popular causes—totally dominates 
the school funding decision process. 

Thus the California Teachers Association was a key supporter of 1989's 
Proposition 98, which called for at least 40 percent of the state govern- 
ment’s annual budget to be spent on K-12 education. From an economists 
point of view, Californians might perhaps want to spend this much on 
"education" (a.k.a. teacher salaries) or they might not. The politicized allo- 
cation process, however, does not give them any choice. 

Similarly, "Special Education"—the education of children with disabil- 
ities—is now virtually dictated from Washington, D.C., via a series of federal 
government "mandates." These mandates leave your local school district sur- 
prisingly little room for maneuver (at least if it wants federal money). (It 
does). The mandates have been worked out in the usual lovable Washington 


process of logrolling and back-scratching between interested parties. These 
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include ideologues who make the highly debatable assumption that educat- 
ing disabled children in special schools is the moral equivalent of racial seg- 
regation and that such children should be “mainstreamed,” kept in the 
ordinary classroom regardless of the staggering expense. “Most people think 
it [special education] accounts for about 25 to 30 percent of the increase in 
costs since 1970,” Caroline Hoxby says.” 

Maybe that money could be spent more effectively. But again, you 
don’t have the choice—unless you want to try some logrolling and back- 
scratching yourself. (Good luck!) 


2) PROLIFERATING BUREAUCRATIC OVERHEAD 


See above, pages 30-31. 


3) CHRONIC MISMATCHING OF SUPPLY AND DEMAND 


In the Soviet Union, mismatching took the form of factories producing 
too many left boots and not enough right boots, etc. Eventually, it resulted 
in arteriosclerosis and breakdown. In the U.S. government school system, 
mismatching takes the form of periodic scares about school overcrowding, 
not enough math and science teachers, not enough foreign language speak- 
ers, etc. The ultimate results are often felt at the college level, where there is 
overproduction of Ph.D.s in disciplines like pure mathematics and English. 


The most famous of such scares, of course: the Sputnik crisis. 


4) SUSCEPTIBILITY TO ToP-DowN PANACEAS, 
USUALLY REQUIRING More INPUT 


Just as the government school system is subject to periodic Sputnik-style 
panics, so it is prone to periodic one-size-fits-all Big Answers, usually 
advocated by interested parties. More money (M-O-R-E)) is the all-time 
favorite, of course. In the case of the Sputnik panic, as we have seen, 
larger school districts were one of the Big Answers. Frequently, however, 
the Big Answer is pedagogical, involving some new teaching fad: Open 
Classrooms, New Math, Whole Language Reading, Cooperative Learn- 
ing, etc. 

Big Answers can be liberal or conservative (e.g., more school days, 


more testing—or, most recently, charter schools). 
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From an economist’s point of view, of course, technical solutions to 
education problems should be discovered through a market process that 
involves producers (schools) and consumers (parents). You don’t find fash- 
ionable journalists and politicians conducting passionate debates about new 
methods of producing baked beans. But we do have cheap baked beans. The 
market produces them. A socialist economic system, however, must rely on 
these top-down solutions because it doesn't generate bottom-up solutions. 
It can't. It has no market process. 

In exactly the same way, the Soviet Unions agricultural system was 
racked by panaceas like Nikita Khrushchev’s “virgin lands" program (the 
plowing under of previously undeveloped steppes) or the massive use of 
chemical fertilizer (financed by detente-era loans from Western bank;). 

Plus, of course, the Soviet farm system in the final analysis was backed 
by coercion. Peasants were jailed and even shot if they didn't produce. 
There is a distinct danger that the politicians’ current enthusiasm for 
mandatory testing of students, in an environment where the structure of 
incentives 1s simply all wrong for both students and teachers, will be the 
American government school system’s equivalent of coercion. 

What about charter schools? They are supposed to be free from some of 
the top-down direction. And they are supposed to compete for students. But 
they are still part the government school system, thus avoiding a direct chal- 
lenge to its entrenched interest groups—but leaving them still subject to 
capture and control. Ominously, there is an exact parallel to charter schools 
in the Soviet economic experience: perestroika, the attempt made by Mikhail 
Gorbachev to introduce market features into the economy while keeping 
politics in command. It failed and the Soviet Union collapsed. 

Similarly, we expect that charter schools, although in themselves praise- 
worthy—as indeed are many of these education reform Big Answers—will 
not by themselves solve the government school system’s fundamental con- 


tradictions. 


5) QUALITATIVE AND QUANTITATIVE COLLAPSE 


“The tariff is the mother of trusts,” a Gilded Age’s capitalist once famously 
observed. 
What he meant was that an effective monopoly—like John D. Rocke- 


feller’s Standard Oil trust—could not emerge if consumers were able to 
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import the equivalent goods cheaply from abroad. But the tariff—customs 
duties imposed on foreign goods by the government—meant that imports 
cost more. Therefore they could not compete in price and undermine the 
domestic monopoly. 

The government school system 1s the mother of the Teacher Trust. It is 
because the government school system is so centralized and politicized that 
the teacher union, as it has emerged since 1960, has been able to acquire so 
much power, and to extract so much money ("rents") from Americans’ 
continuing and desperate efforts to educate their children. 

Researchers are only beginning to realize the effects of the Teacher 
Trust. Caroline Hoxby has looked at the effects of spreading unionization on 
the (already far from ideal) government school system from 1970 through 
1992. She found that, in any given years, unionization raised inflation- 
adjusted per-pupil spending by 12.3 percent compared with non-union dis- 
tricts and also—intriguingly—that unionization increased dropout rates by 
some 2.3 percentage points. Hoxby found that union effects are largest in 
areas where competition from non-union schools is smallest. As she con- 


cludes, in careful academese: 


In summary, the results indicate that teacher unions succeeded in 
raising school budgets and school inputs but have an overall nega- 
tive effect on student performance. . . . This is strong evidence that 
teacher unions serve, at least in part, a rent-seeking purpose. Teacher 
unions are, indeed, a potential answer to the puzzle of increasing 
school spending and stagnant student performance in the post-1960 


period.” 


How does the Teacher Trust do this? The Hoover Institutions Terry M. 
Moe provides this vivid insight into the teacher union effect on the run- 


ning of government schools: 


There are rules, of course, about pay and fringe benefits. But there 
are also rules about hiring, firing, layoffs, and promotion. Rules 
about how teachers are to be evaluated, and how the evaluations 
can be used. Rules about the assignment of teachers to classrooms, 
and their (non) assignment to yard duty, lunch duty, hall duty, and 
after-school activities. Rules about how much time teachers can be 


required to work, and how much time they must get to prepare for 
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class. Rules about class schedules. Rules about how students are to 
be disciplined. Rules about homework. Rules about class size. 
Rules about the numbers and uses of teacher aides. Rules about 
the school calendar. Rules about the role of teachers in school pol- 
icy decisions. Rules about how grievances are to be handled. Rules 
about staff development and time off for professional meetings. 
Rules about who has to join the union. Rules about whether their 
dues will be automatically deducted from their paychecks. Rules 


about union use of school facilities. And more... 
Moe makes this further shrewd point (my emphasis): 


... the teacher unions’ greatest power is not the ability to get what 
they want, but rather the ability to block what they don’t want—and 
thus to stifle all education reforms that are somehow threatening to 


their interests.“ 


And "all" means ALL. The president of the California Teachers Associ- 


ation recently announced this ambition to his local leaders: 


If we are going to be held accountable, we should bargain curricu- 
lum, rather than have it forced down our throats by some curricu- 
lum deputy superintendent that [sic] doesn't have a clue. If we are 
to be held accountable, we should bargain textbook selection. We 
should bargain lesson plans, portfolios, etc. We should bargain grad- 
ing students. We should bargain everything that relates to the class- 


room and teaching.” 


The inmates are taking over the asylum. 

The Teacher Trust, as it has evolved over the last forty years, is essen- 
tially a parasite. Its effect is to weaken and deform the government school 
system—which is already quite weak and deformed enough. 

And it is in this sense that the teacher unions can be truly said to be the 


worm in the American education apple. 
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What the Worm Says About 
the American Education Apple 


Periods of disequilibrium are a necessary and 
important part of a healthy learning process." 


—From the MathLand Guidebook 


* California Teachers Association president Lois Tinson had a simple 
answer for why test scores remain stagnant despite ever-increasing public 
resources devoted to education. Today's low scores, she explained, are evi- 
dence of the high quality of today’s system. 

Thats right. 

Tinson compared the disappearance of high test scores to the disap- 
pearance of the .400 hitter in baseball. 

“The so-called decline in test scores is just the opposite,” she said. 
“Instead of an elite five percent scoring 1100, we have 50 percent or more 
scoring 900. And that is not decline, that is a spread of excellence. Further, 
just as the extinction of the .400 hitter reflects greater excellence in other 
aspects of the game of baseball, current test scores reflect the greater excel- 


lence of public education.”*’ 
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Perhaps politicians should take this same approach with education 


funding (“It’s not a pay cut, Lois, it’s a spread of wealth.”) 


° Top Teacher Trust officials say constantly that high-quality education is a 
product of high-quality teaching. "We wouldn't allow a brain surgeon to 
learn on the job,” said Day Higuchi, president of United Teachers Los 
Angeles. “Why is it OK to let someone who doesn’t know what they're 
doing teach our kids?" Kentucky Education Association president Judith 
Gambill flatly told the Governors Task Force on Teacher Quality that 
“research has shown that quality teaching is the key to improved student 
achievement" 

But turnabout is not (apparently) fair play. In the very same testimony, 
Gambill demonstrated why we have such a problem promoting teacher 
quality. “Individual student achievement should not be a factor in teacher evaluation 
or compensation," she said (emphasis added). 

Er... if improved student achievement is due to quality teaching, why 


can't we evaluate and compensate teachers based upon it? 


* The Teacher Trust does have a solution for all our teacher-quality prob- 
lems: higher salaries. Raise the pay to a level where academically gifted 
people will find it appealing and they will fill America’s classrooms. “ There 
no such thing as paying teachers too much,” said Adam Urbanski, president of 


? “Nobody wants to 


the Rochester Teachers Association (emphasis added).* 
work in the gulag,” said California Teachers Association spokesman Bob 
Cherry when asked about shortages of qualified teachers in state class- 
rooms." “For all the discussions about schools adopting efficient business 
practices, why should people believe the laws of supply and demand end at 
the schoolhouse door?" asked NEA president Bob Chase." 

Answer: because the government school system is not a market. Using higher 
wages to improve the quality of workforce depends on being able to dis- 
tinguish high-quality candidates from low-quality candidates. High salaries 
will also attract hordes of the unqualified. But the government school sys- 
tem has an abysmal record of filtering them out. The Teacher Trust opposes 
it. High wages could also be used to improve workforce quality by paying 
more for teachers of subjects that are hard and in demand, like math. The 


Teacher Trust opposes that too. 
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* Union officials will concede the presence of poor teachers (though they 
never identify them by name). Just as long as you don't want to do anything 
about it. In Florida in 1997, only 0.05 percent of teachers were removed 
involuntarily from their jobs. In the state economy as a whole, 7.9 percent 
of employees were.” In two large counties in Georgia, not a single tenured 
teacher was fired over a period more than five years.” The New York City 
Board of Education, with over seventy-two thousand teachers, sought to 
dismiss only three of them for incompetence over a period of two years. 
The teachers’ contract requires them to receive two consecutive “unsatis- 
factory" evaluations before dismissal hearings can start. In 1999, only six 
hundred teachers received an “unsatisfactory” rating. And even after two 
"unsatisfactory" ratings, the process has only begun. It can take up to 
eighteen months or more to fire a teacher, should he decide to exhaust all 
appeals (down from three years!). In the meantime, the teacher must be 


kept on the payroll. 


Reported Anemona Hartocollis in the New York Times: 


Every day, 300 New York City teachers accused of misconduct or 
incompetence—more than are employed in many suburban school 
systems—are paid to show up in district offices and do nothing 
while they wait for a long-standing system of disciplinary hearings 
to grind on, sometimes for years. Most of the teachers spend the 


day reading the newspaper.” 


The Teacher Trust even resists efforts to rid schools of criminals. Teacher 
Christine Bradley, convicted of her third shoplifting offense, was paid a 
year's salary and benefits in exchange for her resignation in Saranac, Michi- 
gan. *To pay an employee for being a crook is nuts,” said Donald Leslie, one 
of two school board members who opposed the settlement. Firing her out- 
right would have cost $20,000 in legal fees plus her salary. “Your hands are 
somewhat tied,” said superintendent Bruce Chadwick.” 

Taalib Abdulmalik, a history teacher in New Haven, Connecticut, 
pleaded innocent to five counts of fourth-degree sexual assault of students. 
While his case was pending, he collected his full salary and benefits. When 
his case came to trial—a year later—he pleaded no contest.” 


When legislators in Maine wanted to conduct a onetime background 
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and fingerprint check on state teachers, the Maine Education Association 
called it a ^witch-hunt." 

“I sincerely believe that this is an invasion of my privacy. I believe it’s an 
unreasonable search and seizure of my person,’ said Brewer Middle School 
teacher Suzanne Malis-Andersen of a process that has been instituted in 
some form in forty states. 

As for parents who fear the presence of child abusers within Maine’s 


teaching ranks, Malis-Andersen had this to say: 
“Living in a free democratic society has its risks" (emphasis added).”’ 


Teacher termination procedures are particularly onerous in California. 
The hearing is “a daunting, bone-crushing experience,’ says Santa Barbara 
attorney Mary Jo McGrath. “It is as detailed, as voluminous and painstak- 
ing as the O.J. trial.” 

Others agree. “It is easier to take away a doctor’s license to practice 
medicine in California than it is to fire a teacher,’ said Frank Fekete, head 
of the Kern County Superintendent of Schools’ Division of Schools Legal 
Service. 

A tenured teacher in California can appeal a firing by having a termi- 
nation hearing by the Commission of Professional Competence. If she 
insists, three people can hear the appeal: an administrative law judge, an 
educator chosen by the district, and an educator chosen by the teacher. 

The union insists that such ironclad protections are necessary. “If a 
child fails, or a teacher gives a failing grade to a member of an athletic team, 
parents may engage in a vendetta,” explained California Teachers Associa- 
tion chief counsel Beverly Tucker. Teachers need a representative on the 
termination panel because, according to Tucker, “neither the judge nor the 
administrator chosen by the district knows anything about the conditions in 
public schools these days [emphasis added]? 

This idea that the rest of us are not competent to judge what goes on 
in the public schools is an article of faith within the teacher unions. “We 
must work together with a display of unity that we, the professional educa- 
tors, know what is best for our students; that we know what is best for our 
schools and colleges; and, yes, that we know what is best for ourselves,’ 
wrote Massachusetts Teachers Association president Stephen E. Gorrie, in 


an editorial to his members.?? 
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Which has to be judged against this eyewitness account of “the condi- 


tions in public schools these days”: 


[A high school social studies teacher] stands wordless in the middle 
of the classroom as students yell, throw candy wrappers, apply 
makeup and ignore the assignment they have just received: an 
open-book test with simple multiple-choice questions pertaining 
to the Industrial Revolution. . . . students of high school age who 
cannot read beyond the third-, fourth- and fifth-grade levels, who 
cannot write a coherent sentence, who cannot add two fractions or 


subtract one decimal! from another. 


The principal of this high school requested that teachers write daily 
objectives on the board. One of his teachers filed a grievance with her local 
union. A union spokesman called the school’s leadership “Draconian 
zealots.” 6 

Clearly the union spokesman was an educated man. The teacher stood 
a good chance of winning her grievance. But chances are good she never 
learned who Draco was or who the Zealots were. It’s fairly certain that her 
high school students have no idea what being a “Draconian zealot” means. 
The vocabulary of the average American fourteen-year-old has reportedly 


decreased from 25,000 words to 10,000 words in the last fifty years.°! 


e Even a teacher who has gotten through education school and the com- 
petency tests is not guaranteed to have aptitude or knowledge. The Con- 
netquot school district in New York received 758 applications for 35 
teaching vacancies. In an effort to narrow the applicant field, they adminis- 
tered a short version of a multiple-choice reading comprehension test taken 
from the state's old eleventh-grade Regents English exams. Just 202 appli- 
cants correctly answered at least 40 of the 50 questions.” 

* Silver Lining Department: But the union will help getting rid of some 
teachers. There was one teacher in California who was regarded as an 
interfering fanatic. He violated rules of the contract. He reported teach- 
ers who were selling real estate in the teachers' lounge or calling in sick 
to extend their weekends. He was so hated by union officials that they 
circulated a celebratory note when he left the district. ^We got him out!" 


it read. 
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The teacher's name: Jaime Escalante—whose achievements in teaching 
calculus to inner-city Hispanic students led Hollywood to produce a film 


about him, Stand and Deliver. 


e District officials in Franklin, New Hampshire, thought it would be profes- 
sional for male teachers to wear neckties, and for female teachers to wear 
skirts, dresses, or slacks, 1.e., no jeans. The union disagreed. “Wearing a tie 
doesn’t get respect from the students. Coming to class prepared to teach earns 
respect. This is reactionary, not constitutional and not part of the bargaining 
[agreement]," said Franklin Education Association co-president Dennis Per- 
reault.^ 

When a Los Angeles middle school set a dress code for teachers, CTA 
president Wayne Johnson was livid. What have we got, an educational Tal- 


iban here? Are they gonna require burqas soon?” he asked. 


e Teacher John Anagbo stopped by the senior prom to wish his students 
well—during a labor dispute in which a New Jersey union had instituted a 
"work-to-rule" (teachers go home at the final bell, with no extra work 
grading papers, counseling students, meeting with parents, etc.). When 
union officials learned of Anagbos “infraction,” they sent him a letter of 
reprimand. You must not realize that by your action you betrayed 649 col- 
leagues,’ the letter read." So do not be surprised, John, that your colleagues 
have lost respect for you." ^? 

* In Connecticut, the Waterbury Teachers Association filed a grievance 
demanding pay for the additional two minutes a week the union claimed 
teachers worked that year.°’ 

* At Port Huron Northern High School in Michigan, teachers took to 
posting a “Teachers Not Available" sign outside their classroom doors dur- 
ing their work-to-rule effort. Students responded by wearing buttons that 
read, "Students Not Available" One of the button-wearers, Janal Little, 
explained: "Although we support the teachers, we are just showing our dis- 
approval of the steps the teachers are taking. I think they are using the stu- 
dents to try to get what they want. 

e When Florida’s Citrus High School was forced to cut a drama teaching 
position, Judy Poplawski, the director of a local community playhouse, stepped 


forward to teach drama as a volunteer. Parents and students applauded. But not 
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the local teacher union. Citrus County Education Association president Pam 
Pate claimed Poplawski was in a position to solicit business from students.” 
This complaint was so transparent it prompted the local theater critic 
to lambaste the union. “The union’s concerns do not seem to me to be 
those of well-meaning people working for the benefit of students and par- 
ents. They seem more like maneuvering in the never-ending game of edu- 
cation politics,’ wrote Jorge Sanchez of the St. Petersburg Times. He added: 
"Its time to fetch the hook and yank this thinly plotted sham from the 


stage "7 


* [n Vermont, former Air Force Lt. Col. Bill Corrow taught a course as a 
volunteer called "Conflict in the Twentieth Century" The Vermont NEA 
filed a grievance, saying it would allow Corrow to continue teaching only 
under supervision—and only if no credit were allowed for his course. The 
union insisted that if Corrow was going to teach, his working conditions, 
compensation, and benefits should “conform to the terms of the master 
agreement"! 

* [n California, the Fremont Education Association won a contract that 
"restricts the district's ability to hoard money in its reserves and forces 
administrators to share its surplus with teachers" Said FEA president 
George Gredassoff: “They can't create another reserve category for any 
purpose, unless the union agrees to it or it’s mandated by law.’” 

In New York City, principal Alexander Cornbluth ran out of lockers for 
his students. He came up with a simple solution: assign them lockers in the 
back of classrooms. The union balked, saying the idea would require teach- 
ers to act as administrators rather than teachers for the periods when stu- 
dents were using the lockers. After five weeks of negotiations, it was agreed 
that assistant principals, deans, and security officers would monitor the 
rooms between classes. “For better or worse, New York City school princi- 
pals are bound by a series of obdurate rules that prevent them from execut- 
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ing even the simplest decisions in an instant,” opined the New York Times. 


* [n perhaps the classic example of extreme interpretations of the teacher 
contract, the Jim Thorpe Education Association in Pennsylvania filed a 
grievance against the school district because coffee and doughnuts were 


not provided during a teacher training day. “It’s simply a courtesy and a 
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convenience,’ explained Pennsylvania State Education Association field 
representative Bob Whitehead. “Why stop now? And if you’re going to 
stop, at least teachers have a right to anticipate it.” After days of bad public- 
ity, rank-and-file teachers forced the union to drop the grievance.” 
e The principal of New York City’s School for the Deaf wanted to replace 
thirty-five teachers who were not proficient in American Sign Language. 
The local union prevented him from doing so.” 
e Former Washington, D.C., superintendent Arlene Ackerman wanted to 
alter starting times for the districts schools in order to improve bus service 
for special education students. The Washington teacher union shot down 
her proposal. *We have teachers living in Maryland, and they have their 
own children,” said union president Barbara Bullock. "They drop them off 
in school. They have day-care problems." 
e Virtually every district in the country sets aside several days each year for 
teachers to receive continuation training. Pay schedules are designed to 
reward teachers financially when they reach specified levels of college 
credit. But usually there is little oversight of this training. The Ringwood, 
New Jersey, school board put a stop to what passed for professional devel- 
opment after discovering that teachers were being awarded graduate-level 
credits for bird watching and, according to the board, “attending the Passaic 
County Education Association dinner.” 

The local union vowed to fight the ruling. “I think it’s kind of offen- 
sive from a professional point of view that people who work extremely 
hard should not receive some sort of recognition for that,” said Ringwood 


Education Association president Mary Kunert.”’ 


e The Kansas Association of American Educators, a non-union teachers 
group, wanted to distribute information about its services through the 
school mailboxes of teachers in the Olathe School District. The local 
NEA affiliate blocked the attempt, as its contract with the district gives 
the union the exclusive right to use the mailboxes.” 

e Garbage In Department: First stop in the teacher pipeline: schools of edu- 
cation, or teachers colleges. The Teacher Trust has been working hard to cap- 
ture these, which would give it control over the supply of teachers in the 
profession. It has been working rather less hard on improving what these 


schools actually teach. 
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“Schools of education are cash cows to universities,” said Dean Edwin J. 
Delattre of Boston University School of Education. “They admit and grad- 
uate students who have low levels of intellectual accomplishment, and these 
people are in turn visited on schoolchildren. They are well-intentioned, 
decent, nice people who by and large don't know what they're doing.” 

One look at what instruction is taking place and it’s little wonder that 
new teachers are struggling. John Leo of U.S. News & World Report listed 
education courses offered by the University of Massachusetts-Ambherst. 
They included: 


Leadership in Changing Times 

Social Diversity in Education (four different courses) 
Embracing Diversity 

Diversity and Change 

Oppression and Education 

Introduction to Multicultural Education 
Black Identity 

Classism 

Racism 

Sexism 

Jewish Oppression 

Lesbian/Gay/ Bisexual Oppression 
Oppression of the Disabled 


Erroneous Beliefs.?? 


City Journal writer Heather MacDonald visited City College in New 
York to see how their education school operated. She found a professor 
talking about “building a community, rich of talk” and how prospective 
teachers should “develop the subtext of what they are doing.” Each student 
wrote for seven minutes on “What excites me about teaching, “What con- 


cerns me about teaching,’ and “What was it like to do this writing?” 


After the students read aloud their predictable reflections on teach- 
ing, Professor Nelson asks: “What are you hearing?" A young man 
states the obvious: “Everyone seems to be reflecting on what their 
anxieties are.” This is too straightforward an answer. Professor Nel- 
son translates into Ed-speak: “So writing gave you permission to 


think on paper about what’s there."*! 
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What Heather MacDonald calls Ed-speak is really quite different from 
English as understood by parents and taxpayers. Take the example of Math- 
land, an elementary grade math curriculum cited as “promising” by the 
U.S. Department of Education. “The only rules in Mathland are the ones 
students invent for themselves,” the guidebook tells teachers. It goes on to 


give them advice such as: 
@ “Don’t worry if the students’ graphs are not exactly accurate.” 


e “Trial-and-error is a valid solution technique, allowing all stu- 


dents to approach the problems at some level.” 


© “Division in MathLand is not a separate operation to master, 
but rather a combination of successive approximations, multipli- 
cation, adding up, and subtracting back, all held together by 


students? own number sense." 


e “This student solves the problem using a guess-and-check mul- 


tiplication strategy.” 


@ “Let the final conclusion about which answer is right come 


from the class, through discourse, not from you.” 


@ “Do not feel that you must know the answers to every problem 
before class begins to discuss them. In fact, not knowing the answers 
ahead of time can be an advantage as you facilitate the discussion. 
Let the class debate the solution alternatives and through this 


debate convince themselves (and you) of the best choices." 


Here are some rough translations from the Edspeak: “A guess-and- 
check multiplication strategy” = “guessing.” "Not knowing the answers 
ahead of time" — ignorance. 

Experiencing this process at close range may be enough to turn 
even the most promising and dedicated candidate into a blithering idiot. 
But there is an inexorable drive, encouraged by the unions, to make an 
ed-school degree compulsory for everyone teaching in the government 


school system. 


* Garbage (not to be crude about it) In Department: But how many 
teacher candidates entering ed schools are, in fact, promising and dedicated? 


Embarrassing questions have been asked about this for some time. 
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Early in 1999, ACT, Inc. and the Educational Testing Service, both 
major nonprofit institutions engaged in educational testing and research, 


released a report on teacher quality. The press release contained the headline 
“Teachers’ Academic Skills Higher Than Many Think, New Study Says.” 


The press release went on to claim that “the conventional wisdom that 
education students have lower standardized test scores than other college 
graduates is inaccurate for large numbers of individuals, especially those 
seeking licenses to teach in specific subjects, such as mathematics, science or 
English.” 

This is the sort of news that the Education Blob very much wants to 
hear. NEA president Bob Chase evidently read the press release. Barely able 


to contain his glee, he banged out one of his own on the very same day: 


It has become the biggest hoax since the Loch Ness Monster that 
teachers are low scorers on standardized tests. We applaud ETS and 
ACT for joining forces and putting an end to this myth.The report 
released today confirms that SAT and ACT scores and college 
grade point averages for prospective teachers seeking certification 


are as high, if not higher than, their college peers. 


Which just goes to show that you can’t trust press releases. Because, 
unfortunately for Chase, the actual report itself led to a quite different con- 
clusion. Teacher candidates seeking licensure in math, science, English, and 
foreign languages did outscore their peers. But teacher candidates seeking 
elementary education credentials scored an abysmal 1012. And, according 
to the report, teachers with an elementary education license make up more 
than half of the teaching population. 

Overall, teacher licensure candidates had an average combined SAT 
score of 1029, significantly lower than the combined score of 1085 averaged 
by all college graduates. 

The report concluded flatly: 


In the career selection process that takes place during college, the 
group of students who choose teaching as a career, taken as a 
whole, are not as high achieving as their college peers with respect 
to SAT scores. 


Look out, worm! That’s a Loch Ness Monster on your tail. 
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Quit talking about letting kids escape. 


—Keith Geiger, president of the National Education Association, 
denouncing the idea that tax monies now spent on education should 
instead be given directly to students to be spent in the public or private 
school of their choice; on the Larry King Show, November 10, 1992 


As president of the National Education Association (1990-1996), Keith 
Geigers style got a lot more polished than it had been when—as an up- 
and-coming leader of the NEA’s militant Michigan Education Association 
affiliate—he astonished Walsh College economics professor Harry C. 
Veryser by gesticulating obscenely at him during an in-studio debate on 
the Detroit-area radio station WXYT.* 

“He flipped me the finger when school choice came up,’ remembers 
Veryser. As an economist familiar with the concept of rent-seeking, Veryser 


is the author of a joke now famous among education reformers: He quipped 


*Much of the material in this chapter is adapted from “The National Extortion Associa- 
tion,” by Peter Brimelow and Leslie Spencer, Forbes magazine. 
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that the union’s ruthless and insatiable drive for power and perquisites 
should earn it a new name—the National Extortion Association. 

(Typically, when Leslie Spencer and I reported this little anecdote in 
Forbes, the NEA issued a denial. But in fact the show’s host, the late Kevin 
Joyce, confirmed Veryser’s account.) 

This most powerful labor union plays very rough. Thus, in October 
1981, Geiger was reported blaming “Reaganomics” as the Alpena, Michigan, 
school system shut down—apparently the first school shutdown for budget- 
ary reasons since the Great Depression—after voters had repeatedly refused 
to increase local property taxes. (The blackmail worked: Alpena capitulated, 
along with several other Michigan districts threatened with shutdown.) 

And in March 1993, Geiger was still at it: As NEA president, he 
appeared in person at a rally in another northern Michigan town, Kalkaska, 
as it ended its school year two months early, again after voters had repeat- 
edly rejected tax hikes. 

The Kalkaska shutdown got nationwide publicity. But the unreported 
truth is that it was little more than a union-orchestrated stunt. Kalkaska’s 
school budget was not out of line with that of other districts in the region. 
Its main problem, since teachers’ compensation makes up about two-thirds 
of all school budgets: a contract calling for 6 percent annual salary increases 
three years running. This in a poor rural area (average income about 
$22,000), where teachers (average income about $32,000) were already 
among the top earners. 

And the school system could easily have made cuts, for example, in 
support staff or busing. Or it could have followed established procedures for 
going into deficit. The shutdown expenses amounted to $1.1 million. The 
teachers’ retirement scheme, for instance, had to be fully funded. (The 
teachers themselves, of course, were eligible for unemployment benefits.) 

“We coordinated the whole thing when the [shutdown] decision was 
made,” boasted Allan Short, chief lobbyist for the Michigan Education 
Association. “We rented a [television] transmission dish and set it up there.” 

So complete was the union capture of Kalkaska’s school board that an 
editorial writer from the Detroit News, which had watched critically while 
the NEA displaced the United Auto Workers as the principal power in 
Michigan politics, found his phone call asking for the boards viewpoint 
referred to the local MEA office. 
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Shutting down a school—with the inevitable accompanying TV shots 
of sobbing students and persecuted parents—is a classic example of the so- 
called Washington Monument strategy. A government bureaucracy that 
wants more money can often get it by punishing the public, for example, 
by curtailing a popular service like visiting hours at the Washington Mon- 
ument. But the NEA had also made its point for other parent-taxpayers, 
and their elected officials, who might be tempted to trifle with it. Keith 
Geiger’s implicit message to the voters: Never mind the nonsense about 
teaching as a public trust; pay up or we'll shut you down. 

Interviewed in the NEA’ breathtakingly palatial Washington, D.C., 
headquarters, Geiger said bluntly that other Michigan school districts also 
faced shutdowns—if their voters didn't cough up on cue. This is why the 
NEA fights all voucher and choice proposals that might allow students to 
"escape" —as Geiger put it in the quote used as this chapters epigraph—to 
a private or non-union school. The children are needed as hostages. 

With the economic slowdown of 2001—2002, teacher layoffs are once 
again in the news. 

Watch for school shutdowns to start putting in their roughly decennial 


appearance soon. 


“After the post office, schools are the most unionized activity in America,’ 
says Lamar Alexander ruefully. As U.S. secretary of education, and earlier as 
governor of Tennessee, Alexander found his reform proposals repeatedly 
blocked by the NEA and its Tennessee affiliate. "They collect a lot of 
money in dues, they are often the largest lobby in the state, they are very, 
very powerful. . . . Only a very determined governor has the influence to 
marshal enough power to overcome [NEA affiliate] opposition.” 

The NEA’s intense commitment to partisan politics, which is both ide- 
ological and also its chosen method of getting what it wants, has been 
frankly described as “axiomatic” by longtime NEA executive director Don 
Cameron. William J. Bennett, another former secretary of education, says 
that, in contemplating the NEA, “you're looking at the absolute heart and 
center of the Democratic Party" (In Bennett’s lexicon, this is not a compli- 
ment.) 

Indeed, in some states the NEA affiliate seems virtually to have become 


the Democratic Party. Thus, in 1990 in Alabama, at a time when some 40 
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percent of the legislature were teachers, ex-teachers, or teachers’ spouses, 
state Education Association executive secretary-treasurer Paul Hubbert 
won the Democratic gubernatorial nomination, while his staff was asked to 
raise $20 per member to finance his unsuccessful general election cam- 
paign. He ran again in 1994 but was defeated. (In fact, Republican Fob 
James won partly by capitalizing on education system difficulties.) Never- 
theless, in January 2002, Gary Palmer of the free-market Alabama Policy 


Institute, which has a pretty good idea who its enemies are, wrote that 


there is no bigger mule in Montgomery than Paul Hubbert, head 
of the AEA. Hubbert’s influence over the [Democratic governor 
Don] Siegelman administration has been so strong that a Birming- 
ham News editorial referred to him as “Gov. Hubbert” during one 
of the special sessions last fall. And because there are as many as 40 
or more legislators who are current or retired education employ- 
ees, Hubbert has tremendous power, especially in the Alabama 


House of Representatives." 


On the federal level, the NEA endorsed its first presidential candidate 
only in 1976—Jimmy Carter, who in return promised to create the federal 
Department of Education, and did. But since then, the NEA has endorsed 
every Democratic presidential candidate. The quid pro quo was expressed 
with unusual directness by Bill Clinton when he appeared before the NEA 
candidate screening panel in December 1991:“If I become President, you'll 
be my partners. I won't forget who brought me to the White House.” Typ- 
ically, as many as one in eight delegates to the Democratic National Con- 
vention are NEA members—making it the largest single bloc, the union 
claims, at every Democratic convention since 1976. 

In January 1993 the NEA celebrated its victory by sending posters 
entitled “Bill Clinton's and Al Gore’s Most Excellent Inaugural" to more 
than twenty-six thousand junior high and middle schools. In January 2001, 
NEA had budgeted $200,000 for its inaugural celebration. But George W. 
Bush won, so it frugally spent less than $36,000. 

It should be noted, though, that the NEA has shown itself quietly adept 
at influencing the Republican Party when necessary. Thus, in an early and 
highly symbolic test of strength after the 1994 Republican congressional 
sweep, a proposal to end NEA headquarters’ District of Columbia property 


tax exemption—a privilege unique among labor unions, a relic of the 
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NEA’s origin as a federally chartered Red Cross-type charitable organiza- 
tion that saved it some $2 million a year—was defeated because of key 
defections among Republicans from labor-union states. (Significantly, the 
NEA began making a “voluntary” contribution to the D.C. government, 
indicative of the pressure it feels itself to be under. Finally, it began to pay 
the tax.) 

The NEA is generally prepared to be opportunistic in politics when the 
ideological price is not high. For example, in 1998 the NEA Illinois affiliate 
endorsed George Ryan, a moderate Republican candidate. It was rewarded 
by commission appointments and other considerations after the election. 

But, significantly, the NEA will also pay an ideological price to defend 
what it considers its vital interests. Although the 1993 New Jersey guber- 
natorial election was widely viewed as a classic contest between a tax- 
raising Democrat incumbent ( James Florio) and a tax-cutting Republican 
challenger (Christie Whitman), the NEA’s New Jersey affiliate was officially 
neutral—i.e., objectively pro-Whitman—because of a dispute with Florio 
over pension funding. Not coincidentally, Whitman subsequently proved a 
great disappointment to education reformers. For example, she undercut 
Jersey City mayor Brett Schundler’s attempt to introduce vouchers into 
local schools. And in her 1997 reelection race, the teacher unions was once 
again "neutral" (Whitman subsequently joined the Bush administration as 
head of the Environmental Protection Agency.) 

Thus, in the final analysis, the teacher unions forms alliances with par- 
ties and can dominate them. But it has its own agenda. It might well be best 
considered as a political actor in its own right. 

The NEA S persistent streak of left-wing loonyism is perhaps less obvi- 
ous with the end of the cold war. Unlike in the 1980s, no nuclear freeze 
campaign operates from its Washington, D.C., headquarters. But the NEA 
remains committed to the radical premise that sweeping social reform must 
precede any real education reform. Blame society, not the school system. 
Thus NEA executive director Don Cameron was "chair" of the Center for 
Policy Alternatives, the liberal think-tank that virtually invented the hot 
new idea for picking the public's pocket: “economically targeted investing" 
(ETI), the use by pension funds of their members’ money for politically tar- 
geted subsidies to various liberal-favored enterprises—and their indemnifi- 


cation by taxpayers for the inevitable losses. 
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And the NEA’ zealotry still shows occasionally. Thus, immediately 
after President Clinton's inauguration in 1992, the NEA demanded and got 
the instant firing of Tom Tancredo, a former high school teacher and Bush 
Department of Education Denver regional office head, in revenge for his 
outspoken public support for educational choice in Colorado, and also pos- 
sibly for his cutting DOE local staff by two-thirds. 

(This may not have worked out quite the way the union wanted. Tan- 
credo went on to head the Golden, Colorado—based Independence Insti- 
tute, a vocal critic of the state's government school system. In 1998, running 
as a Republican in a Denver suburban district, he was elected to the U.S. 
Congress, where he has introduced legislation providing for federal tuition 
tax credits.) 

In 1992 the NEA-affiliated California Teachers Association used 
unprecedented tactics to disrupt the effort to place a school choice initia- 
tive on the ballot—including blocking would-be signers access to the peti- 
tion in shopping malls, allegedly sabotaging the petition with fake names 
and offering a signature-collecting firm $400,000 to decline the account. 
The justification offered at the 1992 NEA convention by CTA president 
D. A. Weber was frankly totalitarian: 


There are some proposals that are so evil that they should never 
even be presented to the voters. We do not believe, for example, 
that we should hold an election on “empowering” the Ku Klux 
Klan. And we would not think it’s “undemocratic” to oppose vot- 


ing on legalizing child prostitution.* 


* The CTA succeeded in winning a delay, but Proposition 174,a plan to offer tuition vouch- 
ers to be spent by parents at the school of their choice, did get on the California ballot in 
1993. The union had to impose a $57 special levy on its 225,000 members to defeat it. 
Other characteristic CTA capers: organizing high school students into a mass letter- 
writing campaign to protest Governor Peter Wilson's proposed school budget cuts, despite 
case law prohibiting school funds to support partisan activities; publishing in its newsletter 
the home telephone number of San Francisco Chronicle columnist Debra Saunders, urging 
its members to tell her in person what they thought of her Los Angeles Daily News article 
revealing that some teachers earned $90,000-plus salaries. “The CTA is the most brazen of 
all the NEA affiliates,” says Milton Chapelle, a hardened observer of union goonery from 
his battle station at the National Right to Work Legal Defense Foundation in Springfield, 
Virginia. 
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The NEA is newer, bigger, more centralized, more politically influential, 
and in key respects nastier than is generally realized. And even more than tra- 
ditional labor unions, the NEA is critically dependent on legal privileges and 
favorable public policy. The result is a weird institutional mutant: part labor 
union, part insurance conglomerate (of all things), and part self-perpetuating 
staff oligarchy. And part political party—as Edwin Vieira, a former constitu- 
tional law professor and key legal strategist for the National Right to Work 
Foundation, argued in a celebrated 1978 DePaul Law Review article." 

Through its collective bargaining power, this mutant has claimed priv- 
ileged access to public policymaking. In the 1960s rush to recognize public 
sector unions, what legal scholars regard as a serious constitutional objec- 
tion was never answered. Most public sector unions inevitably end up 
bargaining policy with government. Other concerned groups are ignored— 
such parties as students, parents, and taxpayers. This 1s arguably quite alien 
to American constitutional principles of equal protection and republican 
government. 

Far more than other unions, the NEA saturates most of the country. Its 
power is felt almost everywhere. It has fifty-one affiliates 1n every state and 
some thirteen thousand local-level affiliates. In each community these may 
appear autonomous. But in fact the INEA plays a powerful centralizing role. 
"Keith [Geiger] personally contacts all local presidents who are on strike,” 
Beverly Wolkow, hired by Geiger to be Michigan Education Association 
executive director, said at the time of the Kalkaska shutdown. 

And, unusually for a labor union, the organization divides authority 
between quickly rotated elected teachers and school employees, such as the 
presidents, vice presidents, etc., and the permanent professional staff, such as 
executive directors, who critics say tend to control it. 

Any teacher joining a local “education association,’ the level at which 
salaries are mostly bargained, also involuntarily joins a state affiliate and the 
national organization, which together consume most of the strikingly high 
membership dues. (Average: about $500 a year—more than twice what 
independent teacher organizations charge. Imposing a single "unified 
dues" payment, thus extracting that state and national tribute automatically, 
was top priority for the 1960s union-builders. It was achieved in 1971 after 
bitter controversy: The NEA’s Missouri affiliate, the Missouri State Teach- 


ers Association, eventually seceded from the national union over the issue. 
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Regardless of its needs, the teacher union’s dues are a fixed proportion 
of the average teacher's salary. Thus, just as real estate agents have a vested 
interest in rising property prices, so does the union have a direct institu- 
tional interest in teacher salary increases. In 2002—2003, the NEA in Wash- 
ington, D.C., will get $130 per member. But its projected dues income of 
about $300 million is only a fraction of the total dues collected at state and 
local levels throughout the union structure. Our estimate for the union’s 
unified total: an impressive $1.25 billion. 

The NEAS centralizing power is further enhanced by its partial finan- 
cial support and effective control of the about fifteen hundred UniServ 
professionals, at least one in every congressional district. Their official func- 
tion: to assist union locals with collective bargaining. But they also consti- 
tute what has been called the largest field army of paid political organizers 
and lobbyists in the United States, dwarfing the forces of the Republican 
and Democratic national committees combined. 

In theory the NEA has internal democracy. But in practice it is con- 
trolled fairly effectively by its leadership, albeit tempered periodically by 
chaos. The union seems to have all the trappings of democracy. It has 
elected officers and representatives at several levels. Resolutions and busi- 
ness items are brought before these governing bodies. Elected representa- 
tives can be voted out of office—and they are subject to term limits (unlike 
the permanent staff). 

But the flow is in the opposite direction. The NEA and its affiliates 
maintain all of the forms of representative democracy but none of the sub- 
stance. In fact, the NEA has achieved a nearly perfect reverse democracy, 
where representation is stood on its head. 

NEA members elect site representatives in the school where they 
work, representatives to the state council or assembly, and delegates to the 
annual Representative Assembly. In each case, the elected representatives are 
supposed to act as the voice of their constituents. In practice, however, very 
little meaningful representation takes place. 

There are many reasons for this, but the most important is that teach- 
ers are simply too busy to spend much time worrying about what their 
union is up to. The vast majority are concerned with their classrooms and 
their schools. Unless union activities can be shown to make a difference in 


their daily work, most teachers ignore them. This indifference is not unique 
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to union activities. Teachers show similar indifference to school board 
activities, district programs, and state legislation—never mind federal activ- 
ities and pronouncements. 

The NEA has had such success in equating itself with “the teachers” 
in the public mind that even union critics fail to differentiate between the 
views of the NEA headquarters, its affiliates, their staffs, their locals, and 
their rank-and-file members. Union propaganda, and countervailing crit- 
icism from education reform organizations, assumes that whatever comes 
out of union headquarters must reflect the feelings of classroom teachers 
themselves. But in fact EIAS Mike Antonucci says that it’s not at all 
unusual for teachers to be uncertain to which of the two major unions 
they belong. 

Apathy begets oligarchy. Sometimes, a conscientious union representa- 
tive will spend time learning the views of his colleagues. (Or of her col- 
leagues—but union activists tend to be men, especially as you go up the 
hierarchy.) Most, however, don’t worry about it.The representatives oppor- 
tunities for regular meetings or communications with his “constituents” are 
quite rare. The representative has plenty of opportunity, however, to meet 
with other reps and union superiors at regional meetings, conferences, or 
assemblies. Since these people are well versed in union issues, the body 
becomes cliquish and insular. 

The local representative has entered the union’s magic circle. He rap- 
idly falls under its spell. 

Example: the actions of the California Teachers Association during the 
Proposition 226 “Paycheck Protection” campaign of 1998.This measure— 
long advocated by conservative groups—would have required labor unions 
in the state to get annual written permission from their members before 
using funds for political purposes. Unions find this irritating and quite 
probably have a healthy suspicion that their members wouldn’t cough up, if 
given the chance. In January, the 660 members of the CTA State Council 
voted unanimously to oppose the initiative. That's right—unanimously. 
CTA even sent out a press release boasting of its unanimity. 

But at a union conference in March, where officials thought only 
union ears were listening, a speaker from the NEA told the assembled 
activists that internal polls showed CTA member support for the initiative 


at 70 percent. David Sanchez, now secretary-treasurer of the CTA, 
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remarked from the back of the room that the figure was down from 76 per- 
cent support.” 

So, while three-quarters of the membership supported Paycheck Pro- 
tection, their “representatives” were voting unanimously not just to oppose 
it, but also to spend the dues of these same members to oppose it. 

But that wasn’t the ultimate irony. The State Council also voted to 
spend $500,000 on an “internal campaign.” That is, the council voted to 
spend a half-million dollars in dues to convince its own constituents—with their 
own money—that they were wrong to support the initiative. 

And this “internal campaign” worked. Exit polls indicated that CTA 
had managed to swing about 40 percent of the member vote from support 
to opposition. (But note that about three out of ten CTA members still 
voted for Paycheck Protection.) 

This is far from the sole example. In March 1999, the CTA State 
Council agreed to support a ballot initiative that a union task force had 
drafted, and appropriated $1.5 million to spend on the campaign, without 
a single council member having read the text of the measure. Nor did the 
CTA leadership feel compelled to disseminate copies of the initiative prior 
to the vote. 

Who were the “representatives” actually representing? Simple. They were 
representing the people who would advance them up the union ladder. 

California is typical. CTA members elect the State Council directly, but 
the State Council elects the twenty-four-member board of directors, the 
president, vice president, and secretary-treasurer. Thus the NEA state coun- 
cils and delegate assemblies elect the union’s highest officials, just as U.S. 
senators used to be elected “indirectly,” by state legislatures. But, unlike state 
legislatures, most NEA state councils and delegate assemblies meet no more 
than four times a year, and only for a few days at a time. Some, modeled 
after the NEA Representative Assembly, meet only once a year. Boards of 
directors may meet monthly, sometimes less often. Consequently, their 
authority over the day-to-day running of the union is limited. And the 
overwhelming tendency is to rubber-stamp the decisions of higher-ups. 

Each member of an NEA affiliate’s state board of directors represents a 
large geographic region. But since they are not elected directly by union 
members, their connection with their constituents becomes tenuous. As the 


union officer moves from the Representative Assembly to the board of 
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directors, he becomes more absorbed by the status quo and less likely to 
cause trouble. 
It's a living. An NEA affiliates state board member receives a cash 


stipend from the union, extended periods of release time for union 





duties—up to seventy-two days in California—and a host of fringe bene- 
fits. A state board member receives opportunities to act as a spokesperson 
for the organization, to work with the staff, and to get noticed by the exec- 
utives. A "team player" can score enough points to work his way into a run 
for higher office. 

Having been elected to higher office, the union activist becomes a de 
facto union employee. He receives a generous salary and a dizzying array of 
perks. More important, he becomes part of the inner circle—the ruling 
politburo, as it were—consisting of the three executive officers (president, 
vice president, and secretary-treasurer), the permanent executive director 
or chief of staff, and the most powerful department heads. These are the 
people who set the day-to-day policies, allocate the resources, and assign 
the staff. The president of an INEA state affiliate becomes a powerful player 
(a “big mule" in Alabama terms) in the education policy and the politics of 
state government. His personal relationships with the governor, key legisla- 
tive leaders, and other members of the state's educational establishment 
have a profound effect on whether budgets are passed, bills make it out of 
committee, and regulations are enforced. 

Election to the presidency of the INEA or a state affiliate more closely 
resembles the inner workings of the Vatican’s College of Cardinals than 
democracy in the free-for-all American tradition. Once youre in, you're in. 
For example, in California in 1999, CTA vice president Wayne Johnson was 
elected president. Secretary-treasurer Barbara Kerr was elected vice presi- 
dent. David Sanchez, who held a seat on the CTA Board of Directors, was 
elected secretary-treasurer. The same pattern occurred in Connecticut and 
Pennsylvania. In Illinois, the secretary-treasurer defeated the vice president 
for the presidency—a big upset! In North Carolina, the president and vice 
president ran for each other’s jobs. They both won. 

Of the forty-three state affiliate presidents whose previous positions 
could be determined in 1999, twenty-six (60.5 percent) were sitting vice 
presidents of the affiliate when they ran for and won the presidency. 


Another four were sitting secretary-treasurers. Five others were on the 
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NEA Board of Directors. Only eight presidents won their jobs from out- 
side state headquarters—and they were usually already a member of the 
state board or the president of a large local. 

NEA president Bob Chase is the model union man. He won the pres- 
idency after eight years as NEA vice president. He succeeded Keith Geiger, 
who was also NEA vice president before his accession. Chase’s opponent 
was Marilyn Monahan, then the sitting NEA secretary-treasurer. 

Before becoming NEA vice president, Chase had climbed up the 


union ladder via these rungs (given in descending order): 
@ member of the NEA Executive Committee 
@ member of the NEA Board of Directors 
@ president of the Connecticut Education Association 


@ vice president of the Connecticut Education Associa- 


tion 
member of the CEA Board of Directors 
president of NEA Danbury 


vice president of NEA Danbury 


NEA Danbury grievance chairman 
@ site rep at Rogers Park Middle School 


Chase has said he became site rep in his second year as a teacher. Once 
he became president of NEA Danbury, he started to get extensive release 
time from the classroom. The Educational Intelligence Agency’s Mike 
Antonucci says derisively he has taught class more recently than Chase has. 

But how does this elective monarchy exert control over such a large 
group? Sure, the representative bodies meet infrequently. Still, they do 
meet. Can't they reject decisions made by their leaders? 

Technically, they can. And sometimes they do. But NEAS governance 
structure is designed for consensus, not confrontation. As we have seen, 
almost 10,000 delegates attend the annual NEA Representative Assembly. 
Anyone can run for delegate, but in practice it is the people who already 


hold union office who tend to run and win. With such a gigantic group, 
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and such a limited period of time, meaningful debate is impossible. It’s 
ironic that the NEA insists smaller classes are necessary for good education, 
then puts 10,000 people in one room for four days and claims they can 
democratically decide the detailed course of the union for the next year. 

As unwieldy as the Representative Assembly is, it is less than two-thirds 
the size it could be. According to the NEA constitution, one state delegate 
is allowed for every 1,000 active members, and one local delegate for every 
150 active members. Theoretically, the RA could have over 17,000 dele- 
gates. 

But even the RA’s current size 1s difficult to maintain. In 1999, the 
Michigan Education Association elected 619 delegates to the RA. But only 
468 actually attended. Across the country, 967 elected delegates were no- 
shows. 

And the delegates attending the RA may not actually, well, attend. Thus 
the Kentucky Education Association has approved a policy that would 
withhold 20 percent of a delegate’s expense money if he or she was not 
present at the conclusion of the RA. Furthermore, the person’s name 
would be published in the union’s newsletter. 

Who were the no-shows and semi-shows representing? Who ended up 
speaking in the name of their members? More than 90 percent of motions 
are decided by voice vote. Only one vote of several hundred at the 1999 
RA required a roll call. Thus there are very few instances where rank-and- 
file union members can tell how their individual representatives voted—or 
even how their state caucuses voted. 

State caucuses meet prior to each day’s debates to decide their posi- 
tions. On the RA floor, most states assign a delegate to hold up a sign 
before each vote that tells the delegation, whether the caucus and/or lead- 
ership recommend an “aye” or “nay.” Tolerance for opposing the caucus 
leadership varies from state to state. But one thing is certain: no one has 
ever suffered repercussions for voting with his or her caucus. 

State representative assemblies are smaller than NEA’s RA, but they are 
still unwieldy. As the 1999 NEA RA demonstrated, neither teachers nor 
their union representatives are necessarily skilled parliamentarians. The 
results have significant consequences for union policies and can be comical. 

In April 1999, the North Carolina Association of Educators (NCAE) 


voted on whether it should include education support personnel as mem- 
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bers. Because such a move would require amending the union’s constitu- 
tion, it required a two-thirds majority of NCAES representative assembly. 

The union leadership was very much in favor of the constitutional 
amendment. So was NEA headquarters—it provided funds to lobby repre- 
sentatives In support. NCAE publications admitted to “intensive lobbying 
by NCAE leaders” and listed the locals and districts that supported the 
amendment. The day of the vote, banners, fliers, and buttons reading “ESP 
Yes!” were seen everywhere in the convention hall.A long debate was held. 
Then 1,304 delegates voted. 

The final result: 869 in favor, 435 against. The measure was pronounced 
“passed.” 

It took two hours after the canvassing committee announced the totals, 
but amendment opponents (evidently led by math teachers) challenged the 
result. They pointed out that it was one vote short of a two-thirds majority. 
Unfortunately for them, an election challenge can only be upheld with a 
majority vote of the delegates. Since they only had slightly more than one- 
third support, the opponents lost this vote. Thus the definition of “two- 
thirds” succumbed to the will of the majority. Education support personnel 
are now full voting (and dues-paying) members of NCAE.”° 

Efforts by rank-and-file union members to gain a greater voice in 
decision-making are usually unsuccessful. In April 1998, the Montana Edu- 
cation Association’s delegate assembly voted 245-54 to merge with the 
Montana Federation of Teachers. Then, after an hour-long debate, the 
assembly voted down a proposal (166—153) to allow rank-and-file union 
members to have the final say. 

“To me, it’s extremely disappointing that the association doesn't recog- 
nize the right of our members to give their views on such a historic occa- 
sion,” said Scott T. McCulloch, president of the Billings Education 
Association.” 

The Hawaii State Teachers Association (HSTA) had a similar contro- 
versy the same year. The state had a close race for governor that year, 
between the Democrat incumbent Ben Cayetano and the Republican 
mayor of Maui, Linda Lingle. HSTA conducted two surveys of the mem- 
bership, both of which reportedly showed majority support for Lingle. The 
union refused to release the survey results. It ultimately endorsed Cayetano 


(who won reelection). 
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“The polls are confidential,” union spokeswoman Danielle Lum said. 
“To say someone won is a bad word; it is a snapshot of where people are at 
the moment." 

Not surprisingly, dissidents get discouraged by occurrences such as 
these. When their efforts are stymied again and again, they either quit in 
frustration, or recognize the folly of fighting city hall and fall into line. T his 
leaves a large number of union representative bodies without any kind of 
loyal opposition—members willing to stand up for unpopular issues. 

Inevitable result: in January 1999, the California Teachers Association 
divided its State Council into seventy-seven focus groups to evaluate its 
policies and future direction. Unsurprisingly, the pollsters concluded: “Most 
agreed that CTA is on the right course. . . .” 

The NEA would like you to believe that it 1s run like Congress. That 
Is, there are constituents, representatives, and votes reflecting that relation- 
ship. As with many other things, the union is telling only part of the truth. 
The NEA is run like Congress is run internally. The party leadership has a 
great deal of clout in how individual members vote. Committee assign- 
ments, promotions, and support for higher office are all tied to positive rela- 
tionships between representatives and the party. The NEA is the party. And 
the Representative Assembly is the party convention. Its role is to sanction 
the decisions that have already been made. 

The analogy is not exact. The American electorate is detached, but they 
are much more involved with government than teachers are with their 
union. The two-party system may lack diversity of thought, but there is 
only one party in the NEA “democracy.” 

The NEA’s weak elected officials are further compromised by an 
exceptionally strong permanent staff. At the national level, and each of the 
NEA state affiliates, an executive director heads the staff. In most cases, the 
executive director is more powerful, and better paid, than the president of 
the union. While the maximum terms for elected officers differ from state 
to state, there is no such restriction on executive directors. They can hold 
the position for decades. For example, Don Cameron, who retired as NEA 
executive director in 2000, had been in place for seventeen years. By con- 
trast, NEA presidents are limited to two three-year terms. (The AFT does 
not have term limits—one reason its elected officials, like Al Shanker, 


become so much better known.) 
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With top officials coming and going on a regular basis, and representa- 
tive bodies that are huge and anonymous, the permanent staff is what holds 
the NEA together. And the commissars of this American Red Army, 
enforcing discipline throughout the union, are the men and women of the 
little-known NEA Unified Staff Service Program—UniServ. 

Each NEA state affiliate employs a number of these UniServ directors, 
although they are subsidized by NEA headquarters. They are experts in 
union organizing, contract bargaining, political action, district finances, 
public relations, and just about any other darned activity the union might 
call for. 

The Nebraska State Education Association (NSEA) has published the 
best synopsis of UniServ duties. These are the headings—the whole thing 


is exhaustive and exhausting: 


Member Rights: . . . advice in preparing responses to 
evaluation, grievance assistance, representation at pro- 
bationary-teacher hearings, general counseling of 
individual teachers, responses to reprimands, interven- 
tion with administrators and school boards, and mem- 


ber rights training. 
Collective Bargaining: . . . 


Legislation and Political Action: . . . assisting locals in 


electing recommended candidates. 


Instructional Advocacy: UniServ help is available to aid 
in the understanding of teacher evaiuation. [appar- 


ently a major concern]. 


Communications: . . . developing such communica- 
tions areas as local newsletters, American Education 
Week messages [one of about a dozen national PR 
events for government schools] helping access NEA 
publications, NEA/NSEA Member Benefits, and news 


releases. 


Membership: . . . recruiting members, targeting tradi- 


. = 8 
tional non-joiners.* 


65 


The Worm in the Appie 


The NEA requires that each state affiliate divide itself into regions and 
that each UniServ director be assigned to identified locals. This is an enor- 
mous advantage for the union. School boards have constant turnover. The 
labor negotiation specialists they hire change over time—and certainly have 
other business to take care of between contracts. But the UniServ director, 
on the other hand, is full-time on the spot. He may have negotiated the last 
contract—and the one before that—and the one before that. 

The board’s negotiator may be able to call upon his own expertise or 
that of partners. The local UniServ director can do that, plus call upon the 
state affiliate, plus the NEA, plus UniServ directors in other states who may 
have experienced similar negotiations. 

UniServ directors are usually former teachers—but only those who 
have been very active in the union. In fact, UniServ is quite often where 
elected union officials go when they die—er, are term-limited out. These 
officials often seem to find a return to the classroom not quite as appealing 
as it might once have been. Funny thing. 

Thus John Ryor, a former NEA president, became the executive direc- 
tor of the Florida Education Association. Craig R. Christiansen, former 
Nebraska State Education Association president, was hired by the union as 
a UniServ director in the Metro South area immediately on completing his 
final term." Gary Obermeyer, who sat on the NEA Executive Committee 
from 1980 to 1986, was hired as a networking consultant for NEA’s 
National Center for Innovation. 

According to union mouthpiece NEA Today, in an article celebrating 


the twenty-fifth anniversary of the program: 


In 1970, UniServ was intended “to build strong local Associations, 
capable of defending their members’ interests in every regard and 
capable of promoting their members’ interests in every matter." In 
1995, that still rings true. But the definition of *members' interests" 


has expanded.” 


That is, as is often in union propaganda, the definition of “members’ inter- 
ests" has "expanded" to mean the opposite of what it apparently was. 
Rather than promoting strong, independent locals, UniServ has had a pow- 
erful centralizing effect in at least two ways. It has brought the full weight 


of the national and state organizations to bear even in the smallest, most 
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remote districts. And it has tended to unify all levels of the teacher 
unions—national, state, and local—behind a single agenda for the govern- 
ment school system. 

The UniServ grant application puts it bluntly: “The local association 
shall actively support state and national program priorities in political 
action, legislative support, professional development, and affirmative 
action.” 

Furthermore, “full-time and part-time staff funded under the UniServ 
program shall provide whatever assistance is deemed necessary by elected 
local, state and national leadership.” 

What this means is that NEA HQ can redeploy any UniServ director 
to carry out tasks in any other part of the state—or of the United States. 
Thus, just prior to a union representation election in Puerto Rico, the 
NEA commandeered Spanish-speaking UniServ directors from across 
the country to aid in the organizing effort."' (But the AFT won, and now 
has monopoly bargaining rights in Puerto Rico.) Most NEA members are 
quite unaware that their local UniServ director, supposedly dedicated to see 
to their particular needs, is in fact subject to a Higher Power. 

This also strengthens the NEA leadership against potential dissidents: 
Cause NEA HQ a problem, and your funding may be cut off. Or, more 
subtly, you may find your region’s UniServ director in Puerto Rico when 
you most need him. 

NEA elected officials often complain about the permanent staff’s 
reluctance to carry out orders and of its interference in governance matters. 
The permanent staff can easily ride out the wave until any reforming 
elected official is term-limited out, and then return to their normal habits. 

Needless to say, the NEA permanent staff has quite a different view of 
its relationship with their elected officials. Staffers see themselves as more in 
touch with the real world, since they work with those in the union 
trenches, and they see elected officials grandstanding and sending out direc- 
tives like armchair generals. As professionals who are trained—and 
depended on—to be innovative and think on their feet, permanent staffers 
react very badly to the “because I say so” approach. 

This conflict was one factor in the unexpected collapse of the 
NEA/AFT merger. The NEA permanent staff was known to be less than 
enthusiastic (although the merger proposal did preserve all staff jobs). This 
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provoked a threatening growl from executive director Don Cameron. In 
May 1998, Cameron sent an e-mail memo to all NEA staffers about the 
merger, informing them: “NEA is NOT neutral on this tssue. Therefore, 
neither is NEA staff. NEA strongly supports, and is actively advocating for, 
the approval of the Principles of Unity by the delegates to the 1998 NEA 
Representative Assembly. So, therefore, is the staff. . . . [The staff must] use 
available opportunities to advance NEA’s unity position and policy.” 

Cameron’s growl was mostly ignored. 

More openly, in the fall of 1998, the California Teachers Association 
began some tentative contacts with charter school advocates and officials 
from the Edison Project, a for-profit business that contracts to manage pub- 
lic schools. But in November 1998, CTA s staff met and pledged to “resign 
from any CTA task force, committee, or work group which may endorse 
collaboration with, or advocate for, the Edison Project.” 

Soon after, CTA let its fledgling effort peter out. 

Elected union officials can be equally direct in expressing their resent- 
ment of the permanent staff. In April 1999, all five union-backed candidates 
in the Milwaukee school board elections were defeated. When asked about 
what had gone wrong, Milwaukee Teachers Education Association presi- 
dent Paulette Copeland said, “I wasn’t consulted as far as what we should 
do. I was just informed of what the staff did”? 

Sometimes the criticism is not even that subtle. Education Week reporter 
Ann Bradley has described how “some leaders within the NEA are express- 
ing displeasure with the union’s longtime staff structure, complaining that 
the association has built an entrenched internal bureaucracy.” She quoted 
John Grossman, president of the Columbus Education Association, on the 


UniServ program: 


I’m not sure this is a process or organization that has promoted the 
NEA and its affiliates to be innovative. Quite the opposite. It has 
promoted the status quo, and in many cases, the status quo inter- 
nally. It’s not conducive for the organization being in the place it 


needs to be, in an era when public education is endangered. 


“I think that even the staff is beginning to realize that they have to be 
willing to look at change,’ former NEA president Keith Geiger told 
Bradley. “But they'll be one of the last to do it. The smart ones are saying, 
“PH Pnet 1972: 


The National Extortion Association 


Why 1972? Geiger’s choice of the date has a certain poignancy. It was 
the year after unified dues were achieved, when Geiger and the rest of the 
Michigan Mafia were riding high and the National Education Association 
was being transformed into a union amid much solidarity-forever rhetoric. 
Everything must have looked so simple. Now things are complicated, and 
the union is being forced to find a new rhetoric—the “New Unionism” 
dissected lovingly in Chapter 12. 

But, having chosen to metastasize into the National Extortion Associ- 
ation, the NEA staff and elected officials may find that adjusting their rhet- 


oric is not enough. 


The NEA has hidden dimensions that further reinforce its power. Thus it is 
not only a labor monopoly; it also endeavors to be a monopsony—a 
monopoly of buyers. Exactly like the organization formerly known as the 
American Association of Retired Persons (AARP),” it is an affinity group 
and political lobby that also, quietly but importantly, profits from marketing 
insurance and other services to its own members. But, unlike the AARP, 
the teacher unions can also sometimes suppress competition. 

Federal government filings have shown that the NEA has received as 
much as a quarter of its income from its share of the premium that mem- 
bers pay for NEA-marketed life insurance and for selling other services. 
The NEA nonprofit subsidiary involved in all this has built up substantial 
net assets. 

The NEA has also had a close relationship with Horace Mann Edu- 
cators Corporation, a property/casualty and life insurer named after a 
nineteenth-century advocate of government schooling, which specializes 
in marketing to educators. According to former NEA executive director 
Terry Herndon—who subsequently moved on (surprise!) to run the Wis- 
consin NEA affiliate’s insurance arm—the early leadership of Horace 
Mann came from the executive of several NEA state affiliates. Some affili- 
ates and individuals associated with them owned Horace Mann stock. At 
one point the NEA itself held stock options. But, Herndon told Forbes's 
Leslie Spencer, he let them lapse because he considered it a conflict of 
interest. This relationship is obviously mutually profitable, although the 
details have not always been clear. At one point, the NEA reported in its 
annual filing to the Department of Labor that Horace Mann had paid it 
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$400,000 in a “fixed fee" agreement in return for "sponsoring" products to 
its members. Horace Mann simultaneously reported to the Securities and 
Exchange Commission that it did "not pay NEA or any affiliated associa- 
tions any consideration in exchange for sponsorship," although it acknowl- 
edged buying advertising in NEA publications. 

Horace Mann is one of the companies that have at various times pro- 
vided the NEA with the professional liability insurance it offers its mem- 
bers. Liability is a real concern for teachers because of the increasing 
threat of litigation from parents backed by hungry tort lawyers. But the 
NEA insurance program, included in member dues, is not designed 
merely to help teachers; it also further strengthens the union's grip on 
them. Significantly, teachers in collective bargaining states who exercise 
their option of not joining the union but instead paying their alleged 
"fair share" of bargaining costs—the so-called agency fee—are denied 
access to liability insurance, although the premiums are included in union 
dues. 

That the union consciously views the provision of insurance as a means 
of disciplining its members became embarrassingly clear in Tennessee when 
Governor Lamar Alexander, later secretary of education, proposed that lia- 
bility insurance be provided by the state. To his astonishment, the Tennessee 
Education Association, the state NEA affiliate, opposed him. 

“They were busy spending member money keeping the state from 
paying for liability insurance. They called what I was doing union busting,” 
Alexander said later. “They consistently advocate proposals that are against 
the interest of their members.” 

Insurance-monopsonizing may have been imported from Michigan, 
along with Herndon and the rest of the “Michigan Mafia” who fought to 
convert the NEA into a labor union. The state is the home of the grand- 
daddy monopsony of teacher unions insurance: the Michigan Education 
Special Services Association (MESSA), a subsidiary of the Michigan Edu- 
cation Association (MEA). 

When Leslie Spencer looked into MESSA as part of a Forbes cover 
story on the NEA, she found a $370-million-revenue, 200-plus-staff organ- 
ization whose sale of Blue Cross/Blue Shield teacher health insurance was 
bargained into contracts with school districts under threat of strikes. “We 


Just aim to break even,’ MEA’s Beverly Wolkow told Leslie Spencer, but in 
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fact MESSA had reported an $87 million surplus. Its insurance was expen- 
sive—some $1,000 a year more per head than the state employee health 
plan. But the cost was just imposed on the school boards, which passed it 
on to taxpayers. 

MESSA subsidized the union in many ways: paying a fee, buying serv- 
ices from a for-profit union company, carrying MESSA workers on its pay- 
roll, and even sharing the same switchboard. And it strengthened the MEA’s 
grip on Michigan’ teachers. 

“You take members that don’t believe in collective bargaining, that 
don’t believe in our political ends, but you talk to them about MESSA, 
they'll stand in the middle of a highway to defend it,” said MEA lobbyist Al 
Short. “That’s the tie." Michigan school boards knew that any threat to the 
MESSA relationship was a strike issue for the MEA. 

But MESSAS privileged position was significantly weakened in 1994, 
when school boards were legally prohibited from bargaining it into the 
contract, part of a titanic struggle over education reform between the MEA 
and Governor John Engler. “I attribute this change directly to the increased 
public awareness caused by the June 1993 Forbes article,’ says David Den- 
holm, president of the Vienna, Virginia-based Public Service Research 
Foundation and a close student of the union.” 

(Engler also survived an enraged MEAS effort to take vengeance at the 
polls. It can be done!) 

The NEA hidden insurance-monopsony dimension explains some of 
its more obscure activities. For example, in 1992, on the recommendation 
of an NEA-influenced employee committee, the school board in the Wash- 
ington, D.C., suburban area of Fairfax County, Virginia, transferred teacher 
health insurance business from Blue Cross/Blue Shield of the National 
Capital Area to Prudential Insurance. Critics claimed the coverage was infe- 
rior and more expensive. They alleged a number of motives, including the 
fact that the Prudential Foundation had made $300,000 in donations to an 
NEA foundation. 

NEA president Keith Geiger felt obliged to respond to the criticism in 
an open letter to school employees. Mysteriously, despite the grant and the 
fact that the NEA was marketing Prudential life insurance, he claimed that 
“NEA receives no money or other financial benefit—in the form of an 


exclusivity fee or otherwise—from the Prudential Insurance Company.” 


71 


72 


The Worm in the Apple 


Prudential Insurance, which coincidentally at the time owned some 13 
percent of Horace Mann common stock, has a history of being remarkably 
sensitive to labor unions. The National Right to Work Committee says that 
during the construction of its Virginia headquarters, Prudential—the finan- 
cier—removed its name from the usual work-in-progress sign, apparently 
intimidated by union protests. 

The NEA’s hidden dimension includes important institutional 
alliances. One of the most important is with the AARP. With 35 million 
members and $580 million total revenues in 2000 (only a quarter from 
dues—much of the rest from “royalties” and health insurance premiums). 
The AARP is more than half as big as the U.S"Gatholic Church. Tike the 
NEA, it is notorious in Washington for its commitment to liberal policy 
goals, far to the left of its membership in the country at large.” 

Less well known is the AARP’s intimate interlock with the Teacher 
Trust. AARP was originally founded by a teacher. Many of its presidents 
and directors have been former educators, including at least one ex- 
president of an NEA affiliate. Many AARP staffers “come out of the edu- 
cation world,” according to an internal source, sometimes directly from the 
teacher union. Not surprisingly, the AARP and the Teacher Trust are regu- 
larly to be found lobbying and agitating in harmony. 

A more obvious Teacher Trust ally (or, more accurately, handmaiden): 
the National Congress of Parents and Teachers, universally known as the 
PTA, the fifth biggest voluntary organization in the country. Despite its 
bake-sale image, in many parts of the country and especially at the national 
level, the PTA has degenerated into little more than a Teacher Trust front. 
It was perhaps inevitable that, once the PTA’s teacher members became 
unionized, they would rapidly dominate the less-organized parents. As early 
as 1968, teacher pressure forced the PTA to direct that its affiliates should 
be "neutral" in teacher strikes. But the PTA has long been in the NEA’s 
pocket quite literally: It rented space from the NEA for years before World 
War II, and its “government relations" staff worked out of the NEA s Wash- 
ington headquarters until 1990. 

But the PTA is not at all neutral when it comes to the Teacher Trust’s 
legislative agenda. For example, it hates any sort of vouchers. Yet, given that 
voucher proposals invariably poll well before the union starts spending mil- 
lions on negative advertising, many parents, and PTA members, must be at 


least interested in them. 


The National Extortion Association 


“You were the voice of California children!” Pat Dingsdale, president 
of the California PTA, told its convention to great applause in 1994.“PTA 
volunteers defeated Proposition 174 [the tuition voucher proposal]; all the 
California Teachers Association did was put up the money.” 

At least, that’s what Dingsdale said according to notes kept by Charlene 
K. Haar, author of The Politics of the PTA. Dingsdale herself later vehe- 
mently denied that she made the statement. But she flatly refused to release 
the convention video. In fact, however, it was perfectly clear from leaked 
documents that the PTA slavishly followed the teacher union’s lead on the 
school choice initiative. The PTA even joined in the controversial effort to 
keep the measure off the ballot altogether by harassing its supporters as they 
tried to gather petition signatures." 

So committed is the PTA to union positions that it has been prepared 
to alienate its own constituency. For example, it has been willing to alien- 
ate Catholic parents, who can't see why their tax dollars should not be used 
in Catholic schools. This has contributed to the PTA’s continuing mem- 
bership slump, from over 12 million in the early 1960s to the 6.5 million 
claimed recently. 

Dingsdale was sensitive about her slip of the tongue because, like the 
NEA itself, the PTA presents a very different local face. Most PTA mem- 
bers do spend their time on bake sales and volunteering in their children’s 
schools. Many might be shocked to find that $1.75 of their dues that is qui- 
etly diverted to the national bureaucracy actually finances an auxiliary in 
the NEA’s partisan crusade. 

The IRS might be shocked, too. Under the murky law governing tax- 
exempt 501(c)(3) organizations, the PTA is supposedly barred from all but 
“insubstantial” lobbying on issues like Proposition 174. 

“They attribute almost nothing to lobbying expense, but virtually 
every [PTA] session I attended is about their legislative agenda," says Haar. 
Presumably this is why PTA officials have sometimes asked Haar to remove 
herself from PTA conventions, despite her press credentials. 

And why does an organization supposedly focused on local schools and 
financed with tax-deductible money need “government relations” staff in 
Washington, D.C., anyway? 

The Teacher Trust’s attitude to the PTA was frankly expressed at a con- 
ference in 1995 by Kim Moran of the AFT—yet another unwary victim of 


Charlene Haar’s notepad: 
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The PTA has credibility, [and] that is why we always use the PTA 
as a front. They are also the most disorganized [among volunteers}. 
They have no money and they must be educated, so we support 


them in a thousand different ways. ° 


Just as the NEA is more accurately described as the National Extortion 
Association, maybe the PTA should change its name—to Poodle-Teachers 


Association. 


No Bargain 


I don't see why unions are deciding when the school bell rings.” 


—Mary McIntosh, parent in Worcester, Massachusetts 


"We slipped Agency Shop [legislation compelling non-union teachers to 
pay union fees anyway] through in the early 1970s,” Michigan Education 
Association lobbyist Al Short says casually. 

But for retired Swartz Creek teacher Kay Jackson, who didn't want to 
join any union, it was anything but casual. It meant over a decade of litiga- 
tion and ostracism—even, she believed, dead cats thrown at her house and 
the murder of her pet German shepherd. Talking to Forbes magazine’s Leslie 
Spencer at the age of seventy-eight, some twenty-four years after it all 
began, she burst into tears at the memory. 

The NEA is a creature of legal privilege, such as “Agency Shop.” But 
those privileges come with a price—often paid by individual teachers. 

The extraordinary economic and political power of the NEA did not 
occur in a vacuum. It's the result of one of those curious institutional acci- 


dents that occasionally happen in a dynamic but structured economy like 
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the United States. Occasionally, the framework of checks and balances that 
normally restrains an organized interest group gets broken. The organized 
interest group gets a chance to hold the rest of society to ransom. It does. 

Other recent examples: stockbrokers in the 1960s, who were able to 
make institutional investors like banks and insurance companies pay full 
commission rates when they bought or sold stocks because stock exchange 
rules forbade volume discounts. Airline pilots in the 1970s, whose powerful 
unions extorted stratospheric salaries out of an industry straitjacketed by 
regulation. Trial lawyers today, enriched by the interaction of contingency 
fees and the arbitrary judicial relaxation of liability law. 

From an economic point of view, of course, all unions are legally sanc- 
tioned efforts to monopolize a particular labor supply. But the Teacher Trust 
Is in an exceptional position: the near-monopoly supplier to a government- 
enforced monopoly consumer. Parents are legally compelled to send their 
children to school. Most parents have no alternative but to send their chil- 
dren to the government school that they have been taxed to support— 
partly because they have been taxed to support it. After paying taxes, they 
just don't have the money for private school fees. 

"Unlike consumers in the private sector," says labor attorney LaRae 
Munk, director of legal services for the Association of American Educators, 
"taxpayers cannot easily vote with their feet to choose a better service 
provider"! 

In short, this typical 1960s experiment, of overthrowing traditional 
restraints and allowing public sector unionization, has (not for the only 
time) had an Unanticipated Consequence. It has left the Teacher Trust with 
a legally protected monopoly, rather like a cable TV franchise—but with 
none of the countervailing regulations, price controls, or service require- 
ments. 

Every state in the United States now permits government school 
teachers to join a union. But that’s just the beginning of the legal privileges 
that a strong union wants—and must have. The bedrock of the Teacher 
Trusts power is the public-sector collective-bargaining legal regime, as it 
exists in each state. 

Collective bargaining law gets very complicated. But these are the key 
questions to ask. (To see how YOUR states government school system 


stacks up, see Appendix A). 


No Bargain 


1) DOES THE STATE PERMIT COLLECTIVE A.K.A. MONOPOLY BARGAINING? 


A state with a collective bargaining law compels the school board to deal 
with the union if a majority of teachers in the bargaining unit vote to have 
the union represent them. (Because some teachers don’t bother to vote, the 
number actually supporting the union can be less than half the total of 
teachers employed.) In the United States, as a practical matter, only one 
union gets to deal with management—hence collective bargaining is accu- 
rately described as “monopoly bargaining,” although unions prefer the 
gentler term “exclusive representation.” Currently, there are collective bar- 


gaining laws in thirty-four states. 


2) DOES THE STATE REQUIRE NON-UNION MEMBERS 
TO PAY FEES (“AGENCY SHOP”)? 


After bitter dispute, the U.S. Supreme Court has established the constitu- 
tional principle that Americans cannot be forced to join a union to get a 
job—or to keep a job. That is, the Court has prohibited “closed shops” and 
“union shops,’ respectively. 

But monopoly bargaining means that the Teacher Trust in effect 
speaks for non-union teachers, whether they like it or not. And in 
twenty-one states, the Teacher Trust can bargain to have these non-union 
teachers forced to contribute fees to the union, on the theory that they 
would otherwise be “free riders,” benefiting from but not paying for the 
union’s heroic efforts on their behalf. (In fact, these teachers could well be 
suffering from the union’s attentions, especially if they teach a subject like 
math that is in demand, but for which the union won't allow preferential 
pay.) 

This forced contribution is the “Agency Shop” provision that the 
Michigan Education Association’s Al Short was boasting about at the begin- 
ning of this chapter. In California, New York, and Rhode Island, the Teacher 
Trust has succeeded in persuading state legislatures to impose Agency Shop 
as a matter of state law. 

Ingeniously, the union has awarded itself an enforcement mechanism 
unavailable to other private entities. If you refuse to pay your health insur- 


ance premium, that’s between you and your HMO. But if a teacher refuses 
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to pay her union fee, the union-bargained contract with the local govern- 
ment school board obligates the district to garnish her pay. 


This provision from the San Francisco contract is typical: 


In the event that a unit member shall not pay such fee directly to 
the Union, or authorized payment through payroll deduction as 
provided in Section 5.16.2, the Union shall so inform the District 
and the District shall immediately begin automatic payroll deduc- 
tion... . There shall be no charge to the Union for such mandatory 


agency fee deductions. [Emphasis added]. 


Agency Shop strengthens the union significantly. It gets money from 
every teacher in the bargaining unit. And teachers who might otherwise 
stay out decide to join anyway, figuring that if they have to pay, they might 
as well play. 

In addition, Agency Shop greatly increases the union’s incentive to 
be aggressive about organizing more bargaining units. Every time the 
union succeeds in getting certified as a unit’s exclusive, a.k.a. monopoly, 
representative—which may only take a majority of those voting in the cer- 
tification election, perhaps only a third or less of the teachers—it gets to 
extract fees from everyone in the bargaining unit. 

But Agency Shop has come with a certain cost to the union movement. 
Its encroachment looked like the last nail in the coffin to beleaguered busi- 
nessmen and martyred managers in the years after World War II, when unions 
were riding high with allies throughout the executive, legislative, and judicial 
branches of the government and with generally uncritical support from the 
Depression-scarred American public. For several decades, however, resisting 
Agency Shop has been the rallying cry of the National Right to Work Com- 
mittee, and its litigating arm, the National Right to Work Foundation. 

Under its longtime head Reed Larson, operating from its headquarters 
high-rise right on (but—as he likes to point out—just outside of ) Washing- 
ton’s Beltway, the National Right To Work Committee has become a refuge 
for a variety of union critics. It has lobbied for legislation securing non- 
union workers the right to opt out of paying union tribute, both at the fed- 
eral (unsuccessful—up until now) and state levels (successful in many 
states). In the case of the government school teachers, Agency Fees are 


effectively prohibited in thirty states. 


No Bargain 





Next question: How much union tribute does the non-union teacher have 
to pay? The U.S. Supreme Court ruled that non-union teachers could be 
forced to pay Agency Shop tribute in a decision called Abood v. Detroit Board 
of Education (1977). But at the same time, it also ruled that non-union 
teachers only had to pay their “fair share" of the bargaining costs—i.e., not 
any of the union’s political spending. 

Result: continuing hand-to-hand combat between the Teacher Trust 
and litigants backed by the indefatigable National Right to Work Legal 
Defense Foundation about how much union activity is, in fact, collective 
bargaining—and how much political. One horrifying precedent: the “fair 
share" determined in the case of one private-sector union, the Communi- 
cations Workers of America, was just 21 percent. 

Generally, however, the “fair share” has recently been running at 
between 70 and 90 percent of full union dues, arguably because the union 
has gotten better at burying its political activity. 

It’s a gray area, because in one sense any attempt to influence an elected 
body like a school board is “political.” A public sector union is inevitably 
involved in politics—politics 1s, as NEA executive director Don Cameron 
said, “axiomatic” to the Teacher Trust. 

This is why Rutgers economist Leo Troy argued in his 1995 book The 
New Unionism in the New Society: Public Sector Unions in the Redistributive 
State, these “new unions" are fundamentally different from the “old,” pri- 
vate sector unions. Their primary weapon is political, not economic, power. 
They use it to redistribute income toward government, a process Troy calls 
the “new socialism,’ and to insulate themselves from the key factor in pri- 
vate sector union decline: competition, from the service sector and from 
overseas. ^! 

There is a fundamental asymmetry about collective bargaining in the 
government school sector. Monopoly bargaining means that not just non- 
members of the teacher unions, but also members of the public, are 
excluded from the making of public policy. It’s decided by the school board 
and the union in conclave. 

Theoretically, the public gets a say on education policy when it votes 


on taxes, or for the legislators who impose taxes. And the public elects 
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school board trustees to oversee the hiring and paying of teachers. How- 
ever, the school board trustees usually don’t bargain either; they hire a pro- 
fessional negotiator to represent the districts interests. In concert with a 
negotiating team, usually appointed by district officials, the negotiator is the 
one who bargains. The public is at least two steps removed from process. It 
rarely even knows what's going on. 

In fact, the quickest way to raise the ire of a local teacher unions is to 
make public the details of ongoing contract negotiations. Thus in 2000, 
when the Manalapan-Englishtown Regional School District in New Jer- 
sey alerted parents to the details of its latest offer and to the possibility of 
work stoppages—illegal in the state—by sending a note home with the 
children, its usual method of communication, union vice president Mar- 


guerite Schroeder denounced it: 


The association is appalled and disgusted that the board has chosen 
to use the children to disseminate negotiation information. We are 
in the process of checking the legality of that, but quite frankly, the 
use of the children as pawns in the negotiations is something that 
is totally reprehensible. The board is trying to undermine the 


whole process of negotiations." 


The union negotiators’ incentives are powerful. In most cases, the 
income of the teacher union 1s directly tied to the salaries of the teachers it 
represents. If the average teacher gets a 4 percent raise, the union gets a 4 
percent raise in dues. But many unions also have contracts with their own 
staffs that limit raises to the increases in the union' s income. (Note: the 
union s—not the teachers’). Therefore, union negotiators benefit personally 
when they bargain higher salaries for teachers—and when they succeed in 
imposing Agency Shop on non-union teachers. 

By contrast, the school board’s incentives are weak. There is little 
countervailing reason for it to save taxpayer money or to safeguard man- 
agement prerogatives. Surrendering gets the school board labor peace. 
School board trustees can be voted out of office for giving too much 
away—but the union is often the largest monetary contributor to school 
board campaigns and will support its friends. And if a school board trustee 
is philosophically aligned with the union, he may positively enjoy giving 


away the store. 


No Bargain 


Thus the teacher/school board conclave effectively excludes other 
interested parties, such as parents or taxpayers. And, because what is being 
decided is public policy, Edwin Vieira, the National Right to Work Foun- 
dation strategist, has argued before the U.S. Supreme Court that it is a vio- 
lation of the equal protection clause of the Constitution. But the Supreme 
Court, still notoriously reluctant to challenge labor unions, disagreed. 

Silver lining: collective bargaining doesn’t always work out the way the 
union wants. Teachers in the Warner Unified School District in Warner 
Springs, San Diego County, voted to decertify the California Teachers 
Association in 1999. The union brought this on itself by throwing its 
weight around at a point when contract negotiations were getting con- 
tentious. 

“All [Warner Unified] teachers [whether union or non-union] used to 
make decisions by getting together in a room and all voting on what to do,” 
according to Doris Burke, a fourth grade teacher who led the decertifica- 
tion drive. Then the union decided to exclude non-union teachers, a com- 
mon Teacher Trust trick. “We had a majority of teachers who wanted to act 
on their own behalf?’ Burke concluded." They wanted their votes to count 
and they wanted it to be a democratic process"? 

This is a particularly fascinating story because 1t shows that the profes- 
sional and collegial ethic is still alive among government school teachers— 
despite being in a strong labor union state and despite nearly forty years of 
Solidarity-Forever rhetoric. 

On the other hand, it’s significant that Warner Springs is a small—fewer 
than 500 students—and very intimate district. 

Pamela A. Riley, associate director of the Pacific Research Institute's 
Center for School Reform and author of Contract for Failure, a major sur- 
vey of the impact of monopoly bargaining in on California government 
schools in which the Warner Springs story appeared, predicts more decer- 
tifications ("particularly in smaller districts"). The reason: Californias new 
mandatory agency fee law, which became operative in 2001. 

Non-union teachers can vote to decertify completely, but they cant 
hide—or at least they can't avoid paying dues—any longer. So their incentive 
to show up and vote in certification elections has been sharply increased. 

Two enlightened states, Virginia and North Carolina, actually ban collec- 


tive bargaining by government school teachers outright. This creates a very 
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interesting situation about which the first thing to be said is that the union 
doesn’t go away. It functions like any other special interest group, albeit an 
unusually well organized one. It can still lobby school officials and participate 
in school board meetings. Critically, it can still finance and campaign for can- 
didates in school board and other elections. Plus the Virginia and North Car- 
olina government schools remain socialist systems, with all their inherent 
problems and perverse incentives for teachers and managements. 

But Virginia and North Carolina government schools do seem rela- 
tively efficient socialist systems. Comparing scores and costs between states 
is dauntingly difficult because of vast differences in their demographics and 
living standards. No one seems to have done it properly in this case. But 
one back-of-the-envelope comparison in 1997 did find that students in 
Virginia and North Carolina had average NAEP scores slightly higher than 
New York’s, while consuming annually just over half as much per pupil. 
Perhaps more pointedly, Virginia outscored neighboring Maryland, a strong 
union state, while spending nearly $1,000 less a year.’”* 

“People in Virginia complain that the teacher unions is too powerful,” 
says David Denholm, president of Public Service Research Foundation. 
“It’s because they’ve no idea how bad the situation is in other states!” 

If the public-sector collective-bargaining legal regime in each state is 
the bedrock of the union’s power, The Contract is the castle it builds upon 
it—complete with dungeons. 

Bargaining for the contract is supposed to be local. But the NEA and 
its state affiliates are heavily involved, providing support, training, and 
expertise in even the smallest school districts. The INEA provides technical 
assistance in states that have public sector bargaining laws, and helps to 
develop bargaining programs in states that don't. State affiliates hold collec- 
tive bargaining training for local union teams. 

lypical 1s an Indiana State Teachers Association workshop for locals 


with training on 


Negotiations Methodology 

School Finance 

Organizing for Settlement (with an emphasis on 
internal communications between the union and 


the members) 
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Grievance Processing 
How to Handle Discussion 


How to Bargain Insurance and Other Fringe Benefits 


The ISTA also provides materials for locals, such as sample contract 
language, the full context of the collective bargaining law, a grievance train- 
ing manual, a negotiation methodology training manual, salary schedules of 
every district in the state, expected lifetime earnings according to each con- 
tract, a list of salary settlements, the total cost to the district of any chosen 
salary schedule, contract analysis, insurance data. 

Similarly, the national and state union develops and coordinates strat- 
egy for locals. In an untitled 1996 pamphlet, the California Teachers Asso- 
ciation listed these as bargaining goals: 


@ Organize to avoid leaving money on the table [emphasis 


added]. 
@ Present bargaining proposals that are CTA-data driven. 


@ Achieve on schedule salary settlements better than 


ongoing base revenue limit received from the state. 
€ Coordinate bargaining. 


@ Secure fully paid benefit plans for all bargaining unit 


members and dependents. 


@ Avoid multiyear agreements without binding arbitra- 


tion and agency fee. 


@ Achieve improvements in noneconomic areas of the 
contract including academic freedom, just cause, evalu- 


ation, and areas of concern. 


@ Increase the Association’s role in educational decision-making 


[emphasis added]. 


In collective bargaining states, the contract effectively controls the 
school. In Milwaukee, one study noted that only a handful of “largely 


anonymous management and union staff” are knowledgeable about the 
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174-page (!) contract and the 2,000 pages (!!) of accompanying grievance- 
arbitration rulings, memoranda of understanding, and state declaratory 
rulings. 

The study concluded that the collective bargaining’s “cumulative effect 
has made one question a common refrain when board members and 
administrators consider administrative and policy decisions: Will the contract 
allow it?” 

“When you get through talking about all this reform, the reality is that 
there’s this document sitting there that in large part—and in some instances 
almost exclusively—determines whether or not anything happens. Some- 
how, people have to grasp that,” the study’s coauthor, former Milwaukee 
school superintendent Howard L. Fuller, commented. 

In 2002, Pam Riley’s study Contract for Failure, which took the austere 
position that "curriculum, assessment, pedagogy and instruction materials 
should not be part of the bargaining process," found that almost three- 
quarters of the several hundred California school districts surveyed did in 


fact yield too much power in these areas: 


In a kind of silent coup, union power has steadily colonized the 
system to the point that this influence is now so pervasive that by 
1999, Californias nonpartisan Legislative Analysts Office (LAO) 
could calmly describe the process as business as usual: “Districts 
that enter into collective bargaining share power with unions over 
a wide range of decisions that affect district educational policies 


and the distribution of district resources.” [Riley’s emphasis]? 


Significantly, in the Teacher Trust’s contract castles, it’s not always at all 
clear who are the guards and who are the prisoners. There are literally 
dozens of stories of teacher unions taking action against a school principal 
or district for giving teachers more money or better benefits. 

Heres one: the Evergreen Teachers Association in California negoti- 
ated a contract that granted teachers “personal necessity days,’ allowing 
them to take days off for personal reasons rather than using sick days. The 
union discovered some teachers were asking principals if they could use 
their personal necessity days to attend weddings and parties. Some princi- 
pals were granting permission even though the contract didn’t allow it.The 


union told teachers to stop asking. 


No Bargain 


“By asking, teachers are weakening the contract and encouraging the 
district to make capricious decisions that treats [si] membership 
unequally,’ the union explained in a notice to members. “The integrity of 
laws and contracts can only be measured by the fairness and quality of their 


enforcement." 


The all-or-nothing approach to teacher pay is the hallmark of the union 
contract. After eighteen years of teaching and high praise from parents and 
administrators alike, Arizona teacher Andrew Creighton-Harank went to 
the Kyrene School District governing board and asked for a raise. Sounds 
straightforward enough? But this 1s exactly what monopoly bargaining is 
designed to prevent. Only the union can represent the teachers—and the 
union wants all teachers paid the union rate. 

The board was sympathetic to Creighton-Harank. But it explained that 
giving a raise to one teacher would be a violation of . . . The Contract. 

Creighton-Harank resigned. 

"People felt like he shouldn't be out for himself,’ said Kyrene Educa- 
tion Association president Debbie Dinyes.'™ 

Why can't the union allow individual teachers to make more? The 
answer was revealed in a labor dispute in INew York. The Port Jefferson 
Office Staff Association filed an unfair-labor complaint after the school dis- 
trict paid an internal auditor a stipend of $3,000 a year. The state Public 
Employees Relations Board (PER BB) upheld the complaint. In its decision, 
PERB wrote: 


The provision of benefits that are more than what is called for in a 
collective bargaining agreement is inherently destructive of a 
union’s representation rights. It can be construed to give a message that 
unit employees would do better if they abandoned their union [emphasis 


added].’™ 


Well, we can’t have that! 

Keeping teachers in the Teacher Trust dungeon is the reason that the 
NEA has opposed the “merit pay” so hard and so long. Merit pay is an 
attempt to improve the incentives faced by the classroom teacher. If she 


taught successfully, she could be rewarded directly for it. 
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This idea upsets unions profoundly. A "position paper on merit pay" 
put together by the California Teachers Association in the early 1990s 


revealed an institutionalized anti-market prejudice: 


one of the oldest and most persistent myths in our society is the 
belief that people are paid according to the value of the work they 
perform and the amount of effort they give. Few things are more 


arbitrary and capricious than the distribution of monetary awards. 


The paper also noted that “no objective, clearly defined, and generally 
accepted standard exists for evaluating the quality of teaching.” 

Of course, this is also true for evaluating the quality of food, medical 
care, housing, legal services, or thousands of other endeavors in a capitalist 
system. But the market does make a judgment, through the price system. 

Its not, it should be emphasized, a moral judgment. All sorts of worthy 
things go on outside of the cash nexus. But it is a practical judgment. 

Besides, each year at its annual Representative Assembly, the NEA hon- 
ors the national “Teacher of the Year.” Was this teacher chosen at random— 
or by some agreed-upon standard that could be replicated in a compensa- 
tion system? 

“Basing teacher pay on student performance is no answer—it’s a 
thinly disguised assault on us,” wrote NEA official Lynette Tanaka in 1996. 
"Every day, we educators do the best we can, often under horrific condi- 
tions, with the best of intentions. No single determining factor—least of 
all student achievement—should dictate who among us will be paid more 
than others"! '? 

Least of all student achievement? 

The Teacher Trusts practical, as opposed to ideological, objection to 
merit pay is that differentiating between teachers, whatever the purpose or 
the standard used, is contrary to its raison d'étre. The union requires that all 
teachers can and must be treated equally—so they can be mobilized 
equally, under the union’s leadership. 

Paradoxically, the union has repeatedly endorsed the market argument 
that paying teachers more will attract people into the profession. But it vig- 
orously opposes spending that money only on attractive candidates. In order 
to attract a good teacher, you must raise the pay of all teachers, including 
the bad ones. 
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The union will only allow differentiation in teacher pay on the basis of 
the numerically indisputable: years on the job and college credits earned. 
This is entirely contrary to a market approach. 

° In Florida, the Florida School Recognition Program rewards schools 
with cash for high or improved test scores. Lawyers for the Florida Teach- 
ing Profession—NEA threatened a legal challenge, arguing that the teacher 
bonuses are unconstitutional and an unfair labor practice.!!! (One of the 
NEA 5 favorite arguments is that merit pay destroys the “collegial atmos- 
phere” in schools by precipitating cutthroat competition between teachers. 
A few merit pay programs have sought to circumvent this problem by 
offering merit pay to entire schools, rather than individuals. The union 
remains opposed.) 

° In Washington State, the Washington Education Association won a 
complaint against Central Washington University after the institution 
boosted starting salaries. The union claimed that using this method to 
attract new faculty was “unfair to veteran employees.” !!? 

° In the District of Columbia, superintendent Arlene Ackerman 
wanted to raise starting teacher salaries by 11 percent, to $30,000 annually, 
in order to attract better candidates during a teacher shortage. The union 
shot it down.“I would love for them to have the $30,000,” said Washington 
teacher union president Barbara Bullock. “But it’s not fair for the teachers 
who have been here, paying their dues, working hard, not to get more 
money also"! ? 

* In Richmond, Virginia, district officials proposed a $5,000 “signing 
bonus” bonus for new teachers. Richmond Education Association presi- 
dent Roger Gray said it “sends a signal that the inexperienced teachers are 
more valuable than teachers who have committed to this system"! 

* [n Maryland, an effort to award bonuses to new teachers was called 
an assault on collective bargaining by the Maryland State Teachers Associa- 
tion. (State delegate Daniel Riley, a teacher supported by the MSTA, had 
an unusual reason for opposing the measure. "We're going down the wrong 
track,” he said. “We can't just throw money at the problem.”)'" 

* [n Texas, education commissioner Mike Moses suggested that salaries 
be raised for math teachers, science teachers, and special education teach- 
ers, because of severe shortages in those subjects. "Our members are totally 


opposed to it,’ said Annette Cootes of the Texas State Teachers 
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Association." We need to pay everyone a decent wage before we start look- 
ing at differential pay"! 

* [n Maryland’s Baltimore County, a plan to pay $3,500 bonuses for 
one hundred teachers to work in poor schools was opposed by the local 
union with a particularly intriguing argument: it released the results of a 
survey it had commissioned showing that the teachers themselves were 
opposed to the idea. 

The Baltimore County union claimed that the vast majority of the 
seven hundred teachers who responded to the survey said the money 
"wouldn't make a difference in their decisions about where to teach and 
suggested that it go instead toward lowering class sizes and providing more 
books and supplies in low-performing schools." The teachers consistently 
said that money was far less important to them than factors such as class 
size, strong discipline policies, adequate supplies, and supportive school 
administrators. 

This, of course, raises the question: so why does the Teacher Trust keep 
demanding higher wages and benefits? 

Union officials argue that they must take these stances in order to 
ensure that each member receives equal treatment—to the greater benefit 
of all. Unfortunately, this argument 1s undermined by the fact that some 
union members are treated more equally than others. It depends on how 
important they are to the union power structure. New teachers give up a 
great deal, usually to the benefit of veteran teachers. 

* [n Boston, over four hundred first-year teachers had their positions 
offered to veteran teachers—even veterans who were pushed out of 
another school for poor performance. In one instance, the principal needs 
the approval of 60 percent of the faculty to even post a job opening.'”® 

* [n Los Angeles, teachers with seniority who want a new assignment 
can simply bump a junior colleague. One new teacher had been moved 
around so much that the Los Angeles Times described her as having been 
“bounced from grade to grade like a penny on a kettle drum.” 

Losing an assignment because of union demands may be hard for a new 
teacher to take. But it could be worse. A new teacher can lose her job. 

* [n Cedar Rapids, Iowa, in 1998, an arbitrator ruled in favor of the 
union in a contract dispute, ordering the school district to raise pay and 
benefits by 4.19 percent. In order to abide by the decision, the district was 


forced to lay off eleven teachers. 
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“I trust the teachers association will assist in the process of staff reduc- 
tions by explaining to teachers and parents why they were willing to sacri- 
fice teacher positions for higher salaries,” said associate superintendent 
Greg Reed bitterly.'”° 

“The teacher reductions that have been made are not significant,” 
responded Cedar Rapids Education Association director Kathleen Beck. 
“No one will lose their job permanently.” 

° In Sonoma Valley, California, in 2000, seventy employees were laid 
off to satisfy the union’s demand for a 7 percent salary increase.'*' 

Thus collective bargaining does not contribute to the efficient opera- 
tion of the government school system. And it doesn’t even satisfy the nar- 
row interests of teachers as a group. So what is it for? 

Well, it only takes a cursory examination of a contract to see its pri- 
mary purpose: to benefit the Teacher Trust itself. 

Virtually every collective bargaining agreement with a government 
school has what are called “union security” provisions. These are privileges 
and perquisites that the union has extorted for itself directly, as an institution. 

These provisions can be detailed, numerous, and elaborate. Here are 
just a few of the twenty or so provisions in the collective bargaining 
agreement between the San Francisco Unified School District and the 
United Educators of San Francisco, a dual affiliate of both the NEA and 
Ee AFT. 

(They make your eyes glaze over. Imagine being a school principal or 


an administrator confronted with them!) 


e “The Union shall be guaranteed the right to speak on off 
agenda items at all meetings of the Board of Education if it 
(the Union) so desires.” This is a right the public does 


not have. 


e “Neither the District nor the Union shall discriminate [based 
on] membership or participation in the activities of a recog- 
nized teacher organization.” This tacitly suggests that 
both the union and the district can discriminate if the 
teacher organization is not “recognized.” Such a provi- 
sion makes it difficult, if not impossible, for competing 


teacher groups to be organized. 
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e “The District agrees that the Union shall have the exclusive 
right to payroll deduction of dues. A computer printout list 
and data disk showing the teacher’s name and the amount of 
dues deduction shall be sent to the Union.” Since the 
union enjoys this right exclusively, it also serves the 


purpose of shutting out competing organizations. 


@ “Names, addresses, and telephone numbers of all bargaining 
unit members shall be provided to the Union on or about 
October 15 of each school year." This provision saves the 
union the administrative expenses of maintaining up- 


to-date membership lists. 


@ “Representatives designated by the Union shall be included 
on any Superintendent-created task force, committee, or group, 
that deals with curriculum, instruction, recruitment of new 
teachers particularly with respect to shortage areas and affir- 
mative action concerns, school faalities, student discipline, 
industrial health and safety, or any other matters that may 
affect members of the bargaining unit.” This is the union 
wrapping itself in the teachers’ mantle to achieve its 
ends. It is perfectly reasonable for teachers to have 
input into school instruction, curriculum, and policies. 
[t is perfectly unreasonable to insist that these teachers 
must be "designated by the Union." Such provisions are 
ostensibly included to prevent administrators from 
choosing compliant teachers. But in fact they simply 
ensure that the teacher representatives will be compli- 


ant to the union’s wishes instead. 


@ “Six (6) Union member teachers shall be granted leaves of 
absence to conduct Union business. Up to two (2) additional 
Union teachers shall be granted leaves subject to the District $ 
securing qualified and competent replacements." Generally, 
the union reimburses the district for the salaries and 
benefits of teachers released to perform union duties. 


But union officials are awarded salary increases and ben- 
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efits for increased “teaching experience,” although they 
may be spending 100 percent of their time at union 
headquarters. Thus a union president who is elected to 
serve full-time at the ten-year point may return to the 
classroom two years later at twelve-year pay and bene- 
fits—at the expense of the school board—even if she 


never set foot in a classroom during those two years. 


“Thus far, the leading writers of the current school reform movement 
have shirked from a critical examination of teacher unions and collective 
bargaining,’ wrote Todd A. DeMitchell and Richard Fossey in their book 
The Limits of Law-Based School Reform. “With very few exceptions, one will 
search in vain in the school reform literature for even the appearance of the 
word union.” 122 

School reformers may have shirked examining the Teacher Trust. But 
the Teacher Trust has not shirked examining them. For every new reform 
proposal, the Teacher Trust is the crocodile lurking beneath the surface. 

The teacher unions examine all proposed reforms through the lens of 
collective bargaining. The questions they ask are: Will it help or hinder bar- 
gaining? Will it (as the California Teachers Association put it in the strategy 
document quoted above) "increase the Association’s role in educational 
decision-making?” Will it enhance the union’s standing—either financially 
or in the publics eye? 

Since most education reformers do not develop ideas with the glory of 
the union in mind, it is inevitable that most reforms fail to garner union 
approval. 

Of course, the Teacher Trust is worried. It does know the public is clam- 
oring for reform. So it preemptively generates its own reform proposals. 

You can always identify a teacher unions proposal for education reform 


by three characteristics: 


1. an appealing, commonsense, public-relations-friendly 


concept 
2. its enormous tangible benefits to the union 


3. its marginal and ephemeral benefits to students, parents, and 


the public 
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Take class-size reduction. The teacher unions have been promoting 
class-size reduction for decades. The INEA calls for a maximum of fifteen 
students per classroom—for regular education. 

And, unquestionably, reducing class size has a visceral appeal to parents. 
They reason that if their child is in a class half its current size, he will get 
twice as much attention from the teacher. 

Class sizes are already a matter for negotiation in collective bargaining 
agreements. NEA affiliates in particular have lobbied incessantly for 
statewide class-size reduction. The California Teachers Association has had 
the most notable success in this regard, winning a statewide 20:1 
student/teacher ratio in kindergarten through the third grade in 1996. As 
we have seen, the measurable effects of class-size reduction on student 
achievement are arguable, at best. But one thing is not arguable: Class-size 
reduction is one of the most expensive education reforms possible. 

And the rewards to the teacher union stack one on top of the other. 

When you reduce class sizes, the first thing you need is: more teachers! 
And in collective bargaining states with agency-fee provisions, most of 
these new teachers will either become union members or pay fees to the 
union. In the first two years of class-size reduction, the California Teachers 
Association added some 37,000 new members, an amazing 12 percent 
increase. Each of those new members pays about $420 annually to CTA, 
another $123 to NEA, and a variable amount to his or her local union. 

The second thing you find, particularly with a statewide reduction: an 
instant teacher shortage. Until the supply catches up with the demand, this 
creates an upward push on teachers’ wages. And, as we have shown above, 
the government school education “market” policed by the Teacher Trust 
rarely allows beginners’ wages to rise without a corresponding increase in 
veteran wages. Rising teacher salaries lead to increases in the salaries of 
administrators, support personnel, and other workers in the system, so that 
the financial pecking order is maintained. 

The third thing you need: room. Soon after class-size reduction became 
law in California, CTA led the fight for a $9 billion school construction 
bond initiative. It supported a ballot initiative that lowered the threshold for 
the passage of school bonds. This money went to the construction and ren- 
ovation of school buildings. It liberated previously budgeted maintenance 
funds for other purposes—such as, for example, teacher salaries and bene- 


fits—to be negotiated into the collective bargaining agreement. 
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The fourth thing you find: teacher quality deteriorates. Because the 
need for new teachers is so great, it’s likely that hiring requirements will be 
waived and school districts will hire many candidates who would have been 
considered unsuitable previously. When the public complains about these 
low-quality teachers, the union responds quickly with the commonsense 
answer: You get what you pay for. It’s easier to persuade the public that 
poor teachers are due to poor wages than it is to persuade them that poor 
teachers are due to class-size reduction. So school boards, parents, and tax- 
payers are maneuvered into raising teacher salaries. 

But we're not finished yet with the benefits (to the union) of class-size 
reduction. The fifth thing you find as a result of class-size reduction: because 
so many employees are being added at the bottom of the pay scale, the aver- 
age teacher salary tends to be reduced, or at least increase more slowly, 
compared to previous years. The union promptly steps in with calls for 
higher teacher salaries to “catch up,” or to “match the cost of living” or to 
“reach the national average.’ 

And the class-size cornucopia (for the union) continues. Class-size reduc- 
tion opens up desirable teaching slots in wealthy schools in suburban districts. 
Veteran teachers can now transfer from inner-city districts and leave the new 
teachers with the worst assignments. Furthermore, teachers in reduced classes 
have reduced workloads. Teachers in upper grades, who remain in larger 
classes, complain about the inequity of having the same preparation time for 
many more students. The union can often bargain for additional aides or assis- 
tance for these teachers. Furthermore, because class-size reduction increases 
demand for teachers, it can prompt experienced private school teachers to take 
government school jobs, besides drying up the pool of candidates to replace 
them. Private schools then are forced to lower their standards or increase 
salaries—and fees. So lowering class size makes private schools a less attractive 
option, particularly to poor parents, who even under the most ambitious 
voucher programs are still required to contribute to their child s education. 

The teacher unions can also fold the rewards of this class-size “reform” 
into another “reform” it very much likes to negotiate into contracts— 
“professional development.” With so many inexperienced teachers, the 
union will step in and offer to provide them with professional training 
courses. Not only does this place the union in a positive public light, but 
college credit is often offered for these courses. And accumulating these 


credits moves teachers up the salary scale. 
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The professional training may involve classroom management skills or 
something else of direct use in the classroom. Or it may include training of 
dubious value to the schools—and of high value to the union. 

The University of Alaska at Anchorage offered a Continuing Profes- 
sional Development graduate credit to teachers who attended NEA- 
Alaska’s fall conference in 1999. What “professional development” training 


did the teachers receive? Well, they chose from six "training strands”: 


Communicating the Association's Message 
Creating Safer Schools in Alaska 

Basic Rights 

Recruit-Retain-Reclaim 

Basic Bargaining Law and Skills 


New Education Initiatives.!? 


But even reforms that originate outside the Teacher Trust can be 
captured and co-opted. A classic example is Outcome-Based Education 
(OBE). Paradoxically, this educational doctrine seems to have begun as a 
Reagan administration attempt to enforce educational standards. But 
within ten years, it had been turned inside out, downgrading content in 
favor of nebulous “outcomes,” like “thinking skills," “group learning,” 
and associated educrat gobbledegook. Other "outcomes," such as be- 
coming "concerned stewards of the global environment" and “demon- 
strating respect for the dignity, worth, contributions, and equal rights of 
each person,’ were clearly not educational at all, but in the contempo- 
rary American context, nakedly political. Conservative and religious par- 
ents suspected that their values were under attack. They were probably 
right. 

OBE got the NEA’s tenacious support, with opponents accused of 
belonging to the dreaded “Religious Right.” The head of the Pennsylvania 
Educational Association calls them “voucher vultures . . . for whom OBE 
stands for Opportunity to Bash Education.” One reason for the unions 
vehemence: the NEA’s genuine emotional commitment to the elitist, pro- 
gressive, social-engineering ideology that pervades America’s government- 
cartelized educational establishment. But another reason was certainly that 


OBE was labor intensive and yet usually untestable. In fact, in fully imple- 
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mented OBE schemes, grades and credits could be abolished. This would 
reduce those embarrassing questions at the bargaining table about teacher 
performance. 

Neverthless, OBE was also costly to the NEA. Through the 1990s, no 
other subject provoked so many, often highly articulate, letters from dis- 
tressed parents to journalists who might possibly be interested in education 
reform. 

Pll discuss the fate of two other reform ideas, vouchers and charter 
schools, in Chapters 7 and 8. 

A frank statement of the NEA’s determination to capture educational 
reform for the collective bargaining process appeared in Negotiating Change: 
Education Reform and Collective Bargaining, a book produced by its Research 
Division in 1992, when charter schools and vouchers were still just a cloud 
of chalk dust no bigger than a child's hand: 


Most reform initiatives of the past several years have begun outside 
the collective bargaining process and are unregulated by collective 
bargaining agreements. If this trend continues, it could mean that 
collective bargaining will have only a tenuous and possibly conflictual rela- 
tionship to some of the most dynamic and potentially important 
aspects of public education. The alternative to this scenario is to use 
the collective bargaining process creatively to shape the changes that are 


now occurring. [Emphases added] 


This is the NEAS biggest fear: teachers and school managements will 
find constructive ways to interact outside of collective bargaining. The 


INEA manual continued: 


It seems very clear that if school boards and administrations are 
successful both in creating participative organizational cultures and 
generating new opportunities for education employees to con- 
tribute to education outside of the collective bargaining process 
and without the support of the local association, over time collec- 


° . ° ° . . 125 
tive bargaining will become marginalized. ^ 


Well—would that be such a bad thing? In states without collective bar- 
gaining laws, teachers still teach, NEA still has affiliates, and somehow life 


goes on. 
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Tennessee is a state where collective bargaining is allowed, but not 
required. In a study produced for the Tennessee School Boards Association, 


Dr. George Nerren concluded: 


For 15 years, collective bargaining has contributed to the erosion 
of public support and confidence in the schools. Additionally, it has 
resulted in the deterioration of relationships between teachers, 
administrators and board members, not to mention the costs in 
both time and energy for both sides. Certainly it has generated 
“hard feelings” through its adversarial approach. Rather than 
resolving conflicts and solving problems it has actually generated 
conflicts and caused problems. Most regrettably, collective bargain- 
ing has forced boards and teachers to focus on bargaining for 


teachers rather than learning for students." 
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Reform cannot occur in an environment that is indifferent or hostile to it.” 


—Hayes Mizell, director of the Edna McConnell 
Clark Foundation’s Program for Student Achievement 


It helps to have friends at City Hall—and in state and federal legislatures. 

In 1999, Missouri state representative Steve McLuckie (D—Kansas City) 
carried a bill to establish collective—monopoly— bargaining for teachers in 
the state. It was ultimately defeated after vocal opposition from the Mis- 
souri State Teachers Association, the professional group that broke with the 
NEA over unionization and the imposition of "unified dues," and to which 
most Missouri teachers belong. 

When not at his job in the statehouse, McLuckie was—drumroll!— 
head organizer for the Missouri NEA! 

State and federal politicians are increasingly getting involved in Amer- 
ica 5 government school system. And the Teacher Trust is increasingly get- 
ting involved with them. There will be more McLuckies. 

But the bulk of the spending and control is still at the local level. Con- 


servatives like this, but it has its own problems. Local politicians, district 
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bureaucrats, and site-level administrators can be just as self-serving and 
shortsighted as any member of Congress. Even conscientious people can 
still be manipulated, and talented people can be co-opted.At the local level, 
those who have the most knowledge and the best organization are the ones 
who call the tune. All too often, this means the local teacher union. 

Local school boards were established to see that curricular, administra- 
tive, and fiscal activities are conducted by officials who are elected by—and 
therefore accountable to—the community. But what if these officials owe 
their election to special interest groups, particularly groups with a stake in 
the status quo? Turnout and interest in school board elections are notori- 
ously low. Victories are often decided by a handful of votes. Even a rela- 
tively small amount of money can be critical in school board elections. And 
the Teacher Trust is not shy about tossing money at candidates. 

The direct benefits to the union are obvious. Union-friendly school 
board trustees promulgate union-friendly policies. The trustees hire the 
superintendent, hire the district negotiator, establish budget priorities, vote 
on the collective bargaining agreement. A few thousand dollars to ensure 
allies on the school board is money well spent. 

While other school board candidates must raise campaign money on 
their own, union-endorsed candidates usually receive contributions not 
only from the local union, but “passed through” money from the union’s 
state affiliate. For example, in 1996, the California Teachers Association fun- 
neled at least $235,000 through its local affiliates into school board election 
campaigns throughout the state. That total does not include contributions 
to local party committees, local get-out-the-vote efforts, or joint PACs. 

A “teacher-endorsed,” a.k.a. union-endorsed, candidate has a step up 
on the competition—particularly if the local union decides to add volun- 
teers and in-kind services to the campaign. In-kind contributions don't 
have to be reported. Example: Deborah Hawley, campaign consultant for a 
narrowly defeated pro-school-choice candidate in a recent Wisconsin state 
school superintendent race (Wisconsin elections are particularly fraught 
because of Milwaukee’s long-running voucher experiment) said her office 
received reports that the state INEA affiliate ordered teachers to write anti- 
choice postcards to a minimum number of acquaintances—and to bring 
the postcards into union headquarters, so that their compliance could be 
checked. The NEA affiliate denied it . . . of course. 
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Moreover, election law allows the union to spend without limit to 
“communicate” with its members, who are quite numerous and influential 
enough to make the difference in close elections. The union doesn’t need 
to muster these supporters by appealing to their civic duty. It appeals to 
their pocketbooks. 

Thus in Los Angeles in 1997, when the United Teachers Los Angeles 
sought a salary increase, union officials had no hesitation in spelling out to 
their members that working for school board candidates would help them 
get it. "In order for you and I to secure such an increase, we must not only 
pass Proposition BB [a local bond initiative], but elect Valerie Fields and 
Julie Korenstein to the LAUSD School Board,” wrote UTLA president Day 
Higuchi in a March 7, 1997, letter to union activists. “Both candidates are 
committed to a significant salary increase, and, along with David Tokofsky, 
will provide the 2nd and 3rd votes needed to achieve our goal.” 

In San Antonio, Texas, in 1998, the San Antonio Federation of Teachers 
worked hard to win a 4—3 majority on the school board. Soon after, the 
board approved a 10 percent across-the-board pay raise for all employees 
and bought out the contract of superintendent Diane Lam, a union oppo- 
nent. The union got what it wanted. The district got a $16.3 million 
deficit.” 

Union participation in school board campaigns is enormous—and 
often more than even teachers realize. In Milwaukee in 1999, the Milwau- 
kee Teachers Education Association endorsed five candidates for seats on the 
nine-member school board, intending to create an anti-voucher minority in 
the city with America’s only court-tested school choice program. After a bit- 
ter campaign, all five union-backed candidates lost. 

It wasn’t until months later that the public learned the extent of union 
participation. The MTEA was fined $5,000 for failing to report nearly 
$105,000 in expenses related to the campaign. 

“T just hope their members find out how much money was really spent 
on radio, television, lawn signs, mailings, polls, and attorneys’ fees, as well as 
this $5,000 fine, all of which makes the MTEA look incompetent and dis- 
honest,” said citywide board member John Gardner, who was the unions 
primary target for defeat.'”’ 

The MTEA’s activities on behalf of its chosen candidates were legal (as 
long as they were reported publicly, which they apparently were not). But 


100 


The Worm in the Apple 


sometimes unions and their allies engage in patently illegal and/or unethi- 
cal activities to elect candidates or to get their political way. 

The most common of these: using school facilities and supplies for 
political purposes, such as copying campaign flyers and sending them home 
with the children. This happened quite often in the 1993 California 
voucher campaign, and more recently in both California and Virginia." 

“Attention students, it’s now eight-thirty!” said a student’s voice over 
the loudspeaker at Rio Grande High School in Albuquerque, New Mex- 
ico, one morning. Hundreds of students walked out of class to protest low 
teacher pay. Teachers at the school had previously held informational pick- 
ets at the school, and students said some teachers had been discussing the 
pay dispute in class. The students carried picket signs that had apparently 
been made using school materials in the school’s media center. This was bad 
enough, but a group of about two hundred students broke off from the 
main group and began to riot downtown, smashing windows, vandalizing 
property, and throwing rocks. Some were arrested. 

After an investigation, four teachers were suspended and three others 
received letters of reprimand for their part in the walkout."! 

Even union allies sometimes flinch. The Mexican-American Political 
Association accused California teacher Linda Lopez of using learning and 
physically disabled students, during class, to stuff campaign flyers for the 
election of county superintendent Herb Fischer and mailing them to 
homes of members of the San Bernardino County Teachers Association, 
which supported Fischer.'? 

In Colorado, normally supportive parents chastised the Jefferson 
County teacher union for telling members to use the emergency phone 
numbers collected from students to contact parents and lobby them in sup- 
port of a school tax increase. ? 

The union is able to extend control over the districts budget because 
of its commitment to learn absolutely everything there is to know about 
school finance. 

Thus the Illinois Education Association offers its local activists a 
"Financial Analysis Tools for Local Association Leaders" program. It 
includes a seven-module training packet entitled "Understanding Your Dis- 
tricts Finances" and an Internet-based spreadsheet called the Online 


Financial Analysis System “designed to compare data from your districts 
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most recent Annual Financial Report and Budget. By entering data from 
these two documents, OFAS tracks shifting district priorities by pinpoint- 
ing changes in current category allocation and spending patterns.’ And 
there’s the “District Financial Profile,’ a twenty-page financial and statisti- 
cal report that “examines your district’s budgeting and spending history 
over a five-year period. It also compares your district’s financial profile with 
a comparison group of school districts that you designate.” 

The Teacher Trust’s expertise and dedication to a thorough study of 
school financing are matched only by its mastery of public relations. 
Unions usually like to keep contract negotiations and other disputes with 
the district under wraps. But when these problems make it into the press, 
the unions are much better at getting their message across. 

And school districts are very unlikely to spend $30,000 on a two-week 
advertising blitz at contract time. But that’s just what the Boston Teachers 
Union did in August 2000.* 

One look at the agendas of union conferences shows how well pre- 
pared for battle union activists are. The 2000 Alabama Education Associa- 
tion Leadership Conference included workshops for local presidents “to 
lead the local association into a new level of activism in the areas of local 
school board policy, salary schedules, budgets and critical issues.’ Other 
seminars taught local union officials how to deal with media coverage, how 
to make the local a political force, and how to “put together a winning 
grievance.” 

The California Teachers Association Summer Institute held workshops 
on school finance, communications, site-based decision-making, school 
board elections, campaign techniques, countering threats to public educa- 
tion, managing a field operation, and winning at the polls and the bargain- 
ing table. 

The National Staff Organization, which is the union of NEA employ- 
ees, holds an annual Winter Advocacy Retreat, more commonly known as 
the WAR College. Sessions for 1999 include Advanced Bargaining, Bar- 
gaining Insurance Benefits, Bargaining Research, Defined Benefit Retire- 
ment Plans, Defined Contribution Retirement Plans, Employee Rights, 
Interest-Based Bargaining, Introduction to Bargaining, Introduction to 
Grievance Processing, Introduction to the National Labor Relations Act, 


Issue Organizing, Mediation of Grievances, Pension Plan Q & A, Prepara- 
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tion for Arbitration, Salary Schedules, Understanding Just Cause, Due 
Process, and Progressive Discipline. 

There may be one, perhaps two, employees in a school district with this 
much information at hand. But certainly your average school board mem- 
ber has nothing to compare, either in training or data. 

Confirming Leo Troy’s insight in The New Unionism in the New Society 
that the primary weapon of public sector unions is political, not economic, 
power, it turns out that most of the NEAS current UniServ directors were 
trained in the style of the labor organizer Saul Alinsky. A 1982 NEA hand- 
book, “Alinsky for Teacher Organizers,” specifically advised union leaders to 
"organize the community to put pressure on the superintendent or the school board to 
get things done for education.” The union negotiator, the handbook said, “must 
not resolve issues even though he might be able to.” Teacher Trust members must 
believe that whatever they receive from the district—however happily the 
district turns it over—the union has won for them. And they must be per- 
suaded that it was won after a hard-fought battle with implacable enemies. 

“Alinsky’s strategic and tactical essence is built around conflict," the handbook 
explains. “Distance helps to polarize the issue—to make it an us-them affair.” 

But in fact the Teacher Trust’s task is much easier than the NEA hand- 
book wanted it to appear. Contrary to public perception, school boards, 
local unions, and administrators are not in constant conflict at all. Instead, 
they form an “Unholy Alliance,’ as Gregory Moo, a former teacher, high 
school principal, and educational administrator, aptly put it in his book 
Power Grab—tocused on joint self-aggrandizement. 


Explains Dr. Moo: 


If you do not cause me too much trouble, say members of the 
Unholy Alliance to one another, I will not cause you too much 
trouble, and public education in our community will run smoothly 
(if fraudulently). . . .'The system operates, in large measure, for the 
benefit of the three major players; and it gives INEA the leverage it 
enjoys in school district after school district across the states. These 
out-of-view agreements create the Unholy Alliance, and they 
allow NEA bosses the power to exact their booty from school dis- 
tricts at the expense of students, teachers, taxpayers, and the dem- 
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Many school boards openly acknowledge their dependence on the 
unions to lobby for increased budgets. In Clifton, New Jersey, the Clifton 
Education Association worked with the board on a get-out-the-vote effort 
to pass an $82.6 million budget in a fiscally conservative area that had 
rejected nine of the last twelve budgets."^ In Montebello, California, in 
1996, the Montebello Unified School District passed a “Resolution of 
Appreciation" thanking the California Teachers Association for its efforts to 
ensure more state money for the district. 

In Michigan in 2000, during a campaign for statewide vouchers, the 
Warren Consolidated school board passed a resolution to "refrain from 
entering into contracts with any company whose representatives con- 
tribute money to the pro-voucher initiative.” State officials and the district’s 
own lawyers warned the board that the policy was illegal. In the end, the 
board backed down." 

Sometimes the Unholy Alliance has a very personal dimension. During 
difficult contract negotiations in Niles, Michigan, the superintendent 
learned that at least seven phone calls had been made from the high school 
to the local union office. Confronted with the news, the high school prin- 
cipal, who was on the districts contract negotiating team, resigned unex- 
pectedly to take a new position . . . as a labor negotiator for the Michigan 
Education Association. 

The high school principal/MEA negotiator told the superintendent 
that the calls were about his new job. Nevertheless, contract negotiations, 
which had been at a stalemate, were suddenly settled, to the advantage of 
the district. 

Sometimes it's difficult for the Teacher Trust to find political candidates 
who are sufficiently beholden to its wishes. In those cases, it will if neces- 
sary field candidates from its own ranks. NEA and AFT members are 
prominent in many state legislatures, state policymaking positions, and local 
school boards. 

In Redlands, California, former California Teachers Association vice 
president Ron McPeck won a seat on the Redlands school board with 
union help.'* In Wisconsin, former Madison Teachers Inc. president Bill 
Keys won election to the school board with the support of MTI, and for- 
mer Milwaukee school board president Joseph Fisher held elected office in 


the Milwaukee Teachers Education Association. In Maryland, former 
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Maryland State Teachers Association counsel Walter S. Levin was appointed 
to the state school board while Governor Parris Glendening hired former 
MSTA president Karl Pence as an adviser. In Washington State, superin- 
tendent of public instruction Terry Bergeson used to be the president of the 
Washington Education Association. 

Once friendly candidates are elected, the Teacher Trust goes to great 
lengths to keep them friendly. One union organizer in Missouri described 


how his local union managed to put six endorsed candidates on the school 


board: 


The success is due to a long-term strategy of involvement with the 
school board, not only during elections, but throughout the year.The 
[union] president and vice president have monthly dinner meetings 
with the board president and vice president. The UniServ director 
has frequent meetings with board members. . . . The relationship 
with the board is a part of the long-term strategy of community 
organizing. It has enabled the Association to be a primary player in all 
aspects of the education system—from instruction and curriculum issues to 
direct participation in the decision to hire a new superintendent and [assis- 


tant] superintendent. [Emphasis added] 


The result: a Potemkin village—a cardboard cutout of a government 
school system in which committed adults devoted unceasing efforts to the 
education of children. The reality is quite different—and filters down to the 
classroom. 

A California teacher, Diann Myer, summarized the situation 


poignantly in a letter she published in U.S. News & World Report: 


Rigorous, academically oriented teachers who want to maintain 
high standards in the classroom are thwarted at every turn: by admin- 
istrators who want happy parents, parents who want happy children, 
students who want happy lives, and even other teachers who want 
happy, tension-free classrooms. Teachers are judged by how comfort- 
able their students feel, not by the competence they require of their 


students by demanding hard work and maximum effort.'^ 


Even state governors find themselves kowtowing to union officials 


when it comes to setting the state education budget. Here is California 
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Teachers Association president Wayne Johnson, in his own words, describ- 
ing how $1.84 billion was added to the 2000 state budget—just as the 
union was about to submit signatures for a school spending initiative and 


hold a rally on the state capitol steps: 


While you were on your way to Sacramento, I was driving there 
the evening of May 7, and the governor and I talked three times on 
my cell phone. The first call was just general conversation. The sec- 
ond call, he had an offer of $1.2 billion above the Prop 98 limit, but 
we would have to rethink our initiative and call off the rally. I told 
him we could not do that. On the third call, he upped the ante to 
$1.5 billion if we would again rethink our initiative and convert 
the rally into an anti-voucher event. Again I told him that we 
couldn' do that. . . . [Governor Davis’ chief of staff] Lynn Schenk 
called that evening and asked us to delay submission for 24 hours, 
and then she asked us: What did we want?! 


In Hawaii in 1997, during statewide teacher contract negotiations, 
Governor Ben Cayetano and his budget director invited officials of the 
Hawaii State Teachers Association to review the states financial books 
behind closed doors. Governor Cayetano was trying to convince HSTA 
that the state was offering all the money it could for teacher salaries. While 
allowing union officials to rummage through the public wallet for loose 
change, Governor Cayetano barred reporters from the event." 

But how can it be that year after year of increased spending never seems 
to fix the endemic problems—the schools with broken windows, leaky 
roofs, inoperable toilets, and obsolete textbooks that are just as much a main- 
stay of local TV news (and teacher union campaign ads) as they ever were? 

The experiences of several states points to the reason: the Teacher Trust 
wants, not just money, but money spent in certain ways. And textbooks are 
not a priority. 

Minnesota’ state legislature increased basic school funding by 4.7 per- 
cent in the 1999-2000 school year, and another 3.2 percent for the 
2000—2001 school year. Nevertheless, more than one-third of 274 districts 
reported making budget cuts. 

“Right now, it’s perplexing to have the legislative auditor say there is 


no financial crisis, then give the districts more than they've gotten before, 
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then find out they are making cuts and having to lay off teachers,” said state 
education commissioner Christine Jax.“I guess I don’t understand how we 
can put more and more in each year, and it never seems to be enough.”'*? 

Governor Jesse Ventura was reportedly very unhappy with the contin- 
ued money problems. But veteran state legislators knew what was wrong. 

“He has found out that when you put money on the education for- 
mula, salary settlements are higher than that number, no matter what the 
number is,’ said Senator Larry Pogemiller, Democrat from Minneapolis and 
chair of the state senate K-12 Education Committee. 

“The pattern repeats itself with uncanny predictability. We give x, the 
school district negotiates x plus one,’ added Senator Tom Neuville, a 
Republican from Northfield.'* 

The St. Charles School District in Minnesota raised the manipulation 
of the budget to a fine art. A system was instituted by which any year-end 
operating balance in excess of $600,000 could be used for staff bonuses. 
Amazingly, the district managed to generate surpluses in excess of $600,000 
every year! Annual bonuses over an eight-year period ranged from an aver- 
age of $900 per employee to $3,200 per employee. Auditors were unable to 
determine if other district spending was limited in order to keep money in 
the bonus pool.'? 

Similarly, the Oklahoma legislature generated $177 million in new 
money for public education in 2000. But $157 million was earmarked for 
$3,000-across-the-board teacher salary hikes, $10 million for flexible ben- 
efits for support employees, and $23 million for a state-mandated 1 percent 
increase in district contributions to the teacher retirement fund. That left 
districts $13 million short right off the bat—and no money was left for 
expected enrollment growth. 

"Right now, it looks like every school district will have to cut their 
budgets 2 to 3 percent,” said Keith Ballard, executive director of the Okla- 
homa State School Boards Association. ^? 

In Washington State, the legislature appropriated money for beginning 
teachers in order to address the oft-quoted problem of "attracting the best 
and brightest to the profession.” Lawmakers soon discovered that many dis- 
tricts were diverting money to veteran teachers. “When you get into the 
issue of where you're tinkering in the salary schedule, that gets terribly divi- 


sive. You're sending the signal that some people are more valuable than 
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other people,’ said Paul Pritchard, president of the Everett Education Asso- 
ciation.!^ 

Through politics, the Teacher Trust is in effect capturing America’s 
government school system, beginning with its pervasive presence at the 
local level. It has reached the point where union officials appear genuinely 
surprised if they are not allowed to take over management functions. 

In Plainview, New York, the local union offered to take over the job of 
contacting substitute teachers when they are needed. Union president 
Morty Rosenfeld claimed his organization would be able to do it more 
efficiently and in a way that would get the district the best-suited person 
available on any given day. "It is hard to understand why the district appears 
unwilling to accept our offer," he wrote. "There would be no increase in 
cost to them and the service would be better." Rosenfeld seemed to see no 
conflict in having a union choose who works and who doesn't. 

In Cincinnati, Ohio, Cincinnati Federation of Teachers president Tom 
Mooney wanted the union to take on the job of recruiting new teacher 
candidates for the school district, for the sum of around $100,000. Mooney 
seemed to see no conflict in paying a union to recruit teachers when its 
normal business is recruiting members." 

In Clark County, Nevada, Clark County Classroom Teachers Associa- 
tion executive director Stephen Confer proposed having the district issue 
each teacher a $2,750 voucher each year. The teacher could use $500 of the 
voucher for supplies, and the rest for training. Who would be able to cash 
in these vouchers? Why, the union of course, through its newly established 
"academy of teacher training." 

The Las Vegas Review Journal blasted the scheme because state educa- 
tion funding “would be laundered through the Clark County School Dis- 
trict only to flow, in the end, directly to the union offices of the Clark 
County Classroom Teachers Association." 

But perhaps the boldest plot was a 1995 plan by the California Teach- 
ers Association to place a one-cent sales tax hike on the state ballot. Seventy 
percent of the money raised was to go directly to the school site. It would 
be spent by ten-member "school site councils" consisting of the school 
principal, three parents selected by the school governing board, and "six 
teachers selected by the exclusive bargaining representative "—a.k.a. the 


local union. 


107 


108 


The Worm in the Appie 


The plan was ultimately dropped when the CTA polling showed lack 
of public support for a tax increase." But they'll be back. 

America’s government school system is a political bureaucracy. This 
makes the co-option and/or capture of local school boards by the Teacher 
Trust just a matter of time. The union 1s the $1.25 billion gorilla. The school 
boards are in its cage. 

But the inmates are taking over the asylum not only at the school board 
level, but also in state and federal elections. The NEA’s political machine is 
legendary, and enormous amounts of money keep it well lubricated. 

It starts with the union’s Political Action Committee (PAC), recently 
renamed the NEA Fund for Children and Public Education. (Yes, it’s pretty 
saccharine—but the NEA is getting worried about its image.) This is its war 
chest for hard-money contributions to candidates. For the 1999—2000 elec- 
tion cycle, the NEA’s PAC reported that it raised a total of $5,962,464—and 
spent $6,108,973, drawing down its cash reserves to a mere $354,876."! 

(It was a tough year. The NEA really, really wanted to elect Al Gore and 
a Democratic Congress.) 

But, because of the NEA’s hydra-headed nature, the national organiza- 
tion’s PAC is only part of its hard-money political spending story. State 
affiliates and even some NEA locals have PACs too. The NEA has claimed 
that it does not know how much they spend altogether. Extrapolating from 
four representative states, however, Leslie Spencer and I estimated in Forbes 
that total state and local spending amounted to a remarkable $16 million in 
1992—when it was about seven times what the NEA’s PAC spent. If that 
relationship holds true, PAC spending by NEA state and local affiliates in 
the 1999-2000 cycle would have been an additional, even more remark- 
able, $42.5 million. So, the NEA overall may have given roughly $50 mil- 
lion to candidates. By comparison, the Federal Election Commission 
reports that the total of all PAC contributions to all federal candidates in the 
1999-2000 cycle was a mere $579.4 million." In other words, the Teacher 
Trust (including the AFT) provided one out of every ten dollars spent in 
elections. 

Historically, as much as 98 percent of NEA PAC money has gone to 
Democrats. But—unlikely as it may seem—even this is an understatement 
of the union’s partisan slant. Contributions to GOP candidates are invari- 


ably made during the primaries, in order to support NEA-friendly Repub- 
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licans over other Republicans. The NEA will seldom support a Republican 
in the general election, rarely if the seat is contested, and never if it stands 
to be a close race. 

Interestingly, the NEA raises about $1 million annually for its PAC 
from the delegates to its Representative Assembly, complete with peer pres- 
sure tactics to get 100 percent participation and even a car offered as a 
prize. (Individual incentives are apparently acceptable in this context.) This 
raises an interesting logical question: Since money is fungible, some of the 
stipend that delegates are given by their state and local affiliates to attend 
the RA might well end up as a PAC contribution. 

In fact, the line between dues money and political contributions is hard 
to draw. Even more important than the Teacher Trust’s hard-money contri- 
butions is soft money: indirect or disguised contributions. Federal law pro- 
hibits the mixing of union dues and political contributions to candidates. 
But the unions have found numerous ingenious methods to spend money 
on political activities that do not involve giving cash to candidates. Some of 
them are actually legal, for example, the union can spend on get-out-the- 
vote drives as long as it does not restrict its efforts to one party's candi- 
dates . . . explicitly. Others of its methods are more dubious. 

Each year, the NEA is required to inform agency fee-payers of the 
amount they spend on activities that are unrelated to collective bargaining. 
The NEA, with every reason in the world to claim this figure is as low as 
possible, still admits that non—collective bargaining spending is between 33 
and 40 percent of its annual budget (which was $225 million in 1999—2000). 
Thus, at a minimum, the NEA has $75 million annually for other activities. 
These could include outreach, advocacy . . . or even education. But most of 
it is spent on politics. 

The NEA’ strategic plan and budget in 2000 spelled out its activities: 


e $9.6 million for screening candidates, campaign training and 


member mobilization . . . 


@ $872,000 to develop coordinated state-specific 


campaigns ... 


€ $540,000 to develop strategies for congressional redistricting, 


candidate recruitment and voter registration . . . 
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@ $386,000 to form “organizational partnerships” with political 


parties, campaign committees, and political organizations . . . 


The list goes on and on. 

As formidable as this may seem, it does not include the resources and 
manpower devoted to politics by the NEA hydra’s other heads—its affili- 
ates in every state and its thousands of local affiliates. Look at it this way: 
revenues of the whole NEA hydra amounts to some $1.25 billion. Arguably 
all of what the NEA does is political. But just take the 33 percent that the 
NEA at the national level admits it doesn’t spend on collective bargaining. 
Applied across the whole hydra, that suggests that the NEAS total spending 
on politics is over $400 million a year. 

But action and reaction are equal and opposite—or at least opposite. For 
several years, the Herndon, Virginia-based Landmark Legal Foundation has 
been filing complaints with federal oversight bodies to force the NEA to 
comply with the clumsy but mandatory filing requirements imposed on 
labor unions. In its complaints to the Internal Revenue Service and the 
Department of Labor, Landmark has pointed out that, although the Federal 
Election Commission found that the NEA had participated in a “National 
Coordinated Campaign Committee” with other labor unions and Democra- 
tic Party officials, aimed at electing Democrats in the 1996 election, the 
NEAs filings claimed its non-PAC spending on politics amounted to: $0. 
Nor does the NEA report any of the $70 million or so expended annually on 
the UniServ directors as political, although the union’s own internal docu- 
ments say that the UniServ director responsibilities include flagrantly polit- 
ical activities such as raising PAC money and “developing the capacity of state 
and local affiliates to elect pro-education candidates” Also, Landmark wanted 
to know, why was no political spending reported to reflect the $400,000 
transferred to the Washington Education Association in 1996, responding to 
the WEA’ explicit request for help in “candidate campaigns?" 

In the summer of 2002, Mark R. Levin, Landmark’s president, seemed 
quietly optimistic about the course of these complaints. But things do not 
seem to be moving quite as fast as when the Heritage Foundation and 
other conservative groups were audited by the IRS during the Clinton 
administration. 

Mark Tapscott, director of the Center for Media and Public Policy at 
the Heritage Foundation, is even more cheerful. In 2001, he says, 
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we sent letters requesting copies of their most recent 990 filings 
[expenditure report required by IRS] to the teacher unions repre- 
senting teachers in the hundred largest public school districts and 
the state organizations for each state. We received responses from 
38 of the 100 and 25 of the 50. This despite the IRS rule that 
requires copies to be made available upon request to all requesters, 


with only reasonable copying charges allowed. 


The documents Tapscott did get were not very forthcoming about 
political spending, of course. But they did contain gems like the fact that an 
average of $200,000 was spent annually on travel—a lot of subway tokens 
for big city unions, which are supposed to be focused on bargaining with 
local school boards. 

“We will be sending the same requests this year,’ says Tapscott happily. 
“I plan to make this an annual project for the Media Center”! He knows 
that if he’s feeling really mischievous, he could force the unions to produce 
the documents by appealing to the IRS. 

All of which may seem technical. 

But remember, it was income tax violations that finally ended the 


career of Al Capone. 
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WEA employees currently have excellent salary, benefit and employment protection 
in their contract which if widely known by the membership would cause significant 


unrest within the Association.’ 


—Memo from the Washington Education Association 
bargaining team to the WEA Board of Directors 


The NEA will take in $130 from each full-time member in 2002-2003. 
The dues levels for its state affiliates vary widely, but $300 per member is a 
good estimate, if a bit on the conservative side. Local dues vary even more 
widely, but $70 per member would be a good conservative estimate. That 
totals $500 per member for all levels of the union. This means NEA 1s an 
industry with, at the very least, a $1.25 billion annual income. 

We know where the money comes from. It's extracted from the pay- 
checks of teachers and other education employees. It’s collected by each 
school district and forwarded to the local union, which keeps its share and 
forwards the rest to the state union, which keeps its share and forwards the 
rest to the NEA in Washington, D.C. Then the unions spend it. On what? 

According to the NEA s strategic plan and budget, in 2001—2002 the 


union will spend $3.49 of every member's dues “advocating factors that 
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are critical to improving students’ readiness, motivation to learn and 
achievement.’ 

How nice! Almost it’s the sort of thing you might expect a professional 
"educational association" to do. 

At all levels, the union’s description of its program spending contains 
language like this, which is designed to persuade teacher members who 
bother to look at such things that the money is being spent wisely and for 
their benefit. That may be arguable. (“Advocating” sounds suspicious; 
maybe it means electing more Democrats?) But what isn't arguable is that 
large amounts of that money go directly to the union executives and staff. 
Working for the union is not just a living—it’s a good living. 

My interest about union compensation is not mere curiosity. (I am 
curious, of course.) The plain fact is that much of what the union bargains 
for, lobbies for, and advocates can only be understood if examined through 
the lens of staff compensation. There are clauses in teacher contracts, bills 
that work their way through state legislatures and Congress, and cam- 
paigns to influence public opinion that have far more to do with the oper- 
ations and overhead of the Teacher Trust than with teachers or education 
in general. 

Union officers’ secrecy about their compensation has always been for- 
midable. Abuses by private sector unions led to public disclosure laws such 
as the Labor Management Reporting and Disclosure Act (LMR.DA) of 
1959. But the law’s language reflects the concerns of that time. In 1959, 
public sector unions were either weak or nonexistent. In the forty-four 
years since that time, growth in public sector union membership, particu- 
larly teacher unions, has exploded. The unions’ political influence and pub- 
lic policy input have increased substantially as well. 

The LMRDA applies only to private sector unions and those public 
sector unions that have some members in the private sector—just a few of 
the NEA state affiliates. Congress has failed to enact federal legislation 
governing public sector unions. State legislatures are either unwilling or 
unable to address the issue. These failures make it very difficult for teachers, 
or taxpayers, to get at the truth about union activities, expenditures, or 
compensation. 

[Internal union disclosures run the gamut from A to about D or E— 
from making information available only to elected state union representa- 


tives to complete nondisclosure. An accurate picture can be constructed 
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only by piecing together information from a variety of sources. Further- 
more, teachers seem to fear reprisals if they request salary information. For 
these reasons and more, the task of gathering, analyzing, and disseminating 
union financial information has often fallen upon education researchers. 
The ironic result: union members regularly seeking information about 
union operations from researchers like Educational Intelligence Agency’s 
Mike Antonucci who are entirely outside the union. 

In 2002, NEA headquarters planned to send $82.3 million of its dues 
income (about 35 percent of the total) directly back to its state affiliates 
to help fund the UniServ program. That money must be spent exclusively 
to pay UniServ directors. Without this subsidy, state affiliates would have to 
dramatically raise dues, cut staff, or cut salaries. The NEA will spend 
another $73 million on the salaries and fringe benefits of its own 560- 
member staff. Simple arithmetic tells us that comes to $130,357.14 per 
full-time employee. Not bad, even if a portion of that money goes to peo- 
ple who no longer work for the union, like retirees. 

And the NEA compensation is even more impressive when you con- 
sider that many officers of local affiliates receive only the smallest of stipends 
from their parent organizations, and often get along with little or no staff. 

The Mountain Valley Education Association in Washington State is a 
typical local NEA affiliate. It has 313 members and charges $180 in annual 
dues. Its total income in 1999-2000 was only $56,375. 

Even a large local affiliate, like the United Educators of San Francisco, 
gets by on a $1.2 million budget. More than half of that 1s dedicated to the 
salaries and benefits of local-hire staff. The state and national organizations 
are the cash cows of NEA, often subsidizing local affiliates in various ways 
to keep them afloat. 

The salaries of local union officials are generally governed by the 
teacher salary schedule of the district they represent. They are considered 
to be on a leave of absence from the teaching job that they were hired to 
perform. 

Most elected union officials—such as local presidents, members of the 
board of directors, representatives to state councils or assemblies, and oth- 
ers—are and remain teachers and education support personnel. They con- 
duct classes, grade papers, and meet with parents. They are, however, 


granted release time for union business. The number of days allowed for 
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release time varies widely. In California, local presidents are usually released 
half-time, or about ninety school days per year. California members of the 
NEA Board of Directors get up to seventy-two days of release time. Rep- 
resentatives to the State Council get up to thirty-six days. Presidents of very 
large local affiliates—such as United Teachers Los Angeles—are released 
full-time from teaching but are still considered employees of their districts. 
Locals may also grant other union officers release time. 

The government school district continues to pay the teacher as if he or 
she were present in the classroom full-time. Arrangements vary, but the 
union usually picks up the cost of the substitute. Of course, even though 
these release-time officials may make no appearances in the classroom for 
an entire year (or many years), they continue to move up the district pay 
scale. The district also continues to pay full-time benefits (including retire- 
ment) for a half-time-or-less employee. 

Both NEA and its state affiliates have grant programs to help fund rou- 
tine release time for local presidents. State unions also make special grants 
to locals for special hiring. In 1996, the California Teachers Association set 
aside $100,000 to “provide contract-for-service staffing and release time for 
local activists in order to develop and implement strategic action plans in 
the arena of school restructuring and improvement.” 

Teacher union employees come in three categories: executives, profes- 
sional staff, and support staff. The remuneration of executives (e.g., presi- 
dent, vice president, department heads) is set by the elected board of 
directors. The remuneration of professional staffers (e.g., mid-level man- 
agers, associates) and also support staffers (e.g., secretaries, research assis- 
tants) is bargained between NEA’s top officials and the staff unions to 
which their employees belong. 

Salaries for employees of Teacher Trust state affiliates naturally vary 
according to their state’s cost of living, size of affiliate, collective bargaining 
laws, and national union priorities. But in all cases, salaries exceed average 
state incomes, professional staff salaries exceed average teacher incomes, and 
in some cases, the salaries of union secretaries and assistants exceed state 
teachers’ pay as well. 

In California, the salary of the state union president is pegged to three 
times the average teacher salary for the previous year. If state teacher salaries 
increase $500, the union president gets a $1,500 raise the next year. The pay 
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of the unions vice president and secretary-treasurer are pegged to 90 percent 
that of the president. Many state union executives have six-figure salaries. 
Several NEA state affiliates have professional staffs whose average salaries 
exceed $90,000 annually. 

Press coverage of Teacher Trust staff salaries is minimal—as usual. In 
1994, a New Jersey newspaper, The Trentonian, published a story on the 
salaries of employees of the New Jersey Education Association. The story 
claimed “more than 40 of them are paid at least $100,000 a year.” 

When asked to verify those totals, NJEA spokesman Ed Gallagher 
replied, “We don't publish that information at all.” 

In 1997, The Detroit News published a front-page story with the strik- 
ingly similar headline “Teachers Union Pays Execs $100,000.” The paper 
described how seventy-five Michigan Education Association employees 
received over $100,000 in salary and expenses in 1996.The story also noted 
that three MEA executives earned more than Michigan governor John 
Engler and ten earned more than United Auto Workers president Stephen 
Yokich. 

Asked to verify those totals, MEA spokeswomen Dawn Cooper 
replied, “I don’t know where they got their figures.” She claimed the story 
was “fraught with errors" even though the figures came from the union's 
own U.S. Department of Labor report. 

The Detroit News story also demonstrated that teachers and union 
activists are largely unaware of what they are paying union staff—and don't 
like it when they do find out. 

“Its a waste of dues money,” said Don Bundy, a former member of the 
MEA board of directors.“‘A lot of members don't think they're worth that 
much.” Tom Lukshaitis, president of the Sandusky Education Association, 
an MEA affiliate, wrote a Letter to the Editor that contained the classic 


comment: 


I can honestly say the only time I’m aware of what the brass in our 
organization gets in salary is when it is reported in the newspa- 
pers... . The decision as to what each of our executives make is 


not made by or reported to the general membership. 


Also in 1997, a similar front-page story in the Pittsburgh Tribune-Review, 
based on Labor Department figures, prompted the Pennsylvania State Edu- 
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cation Association to call the salary figures “so overexaggerated they don’t 
even deserve a response.”!> Since the PSEA certified the numbers when 
they were reported to the Labor Department, you have to wonder if union 
officials themselves know what their top staffers make. 

Teachers’ shock and horror at their union staffers’ salaries was also very 
clear in December 1993, when economist William Styring published a spe- 
cial report in the Indiana Policy Review entitled “Inside the ISTA Payroll: 
Forty bigwigs make over $100,000.” Styring analyzed the contract between 
the Indiana State Teachers Association and its staff union, which had been 
leaked to him by a disgruntled employee. Forget about the “bigwigs”—the 
lowliest ISTA clerk received a total compensation package worth more 
than $36,000, about $4,000 higher than the total compensation of a typical 
beginning Indiana teacher at the time. Styring did not link specific union 
officials with salaries. But he later reported that the story had generated 
hundreds of telephone calls and letters—many of them from teachers who 
requested permission to spread the story to others. 

But paychecks are only part of the Teacher Trust compensation pack- 
age. There are also benefits. In about a dozen cases, contracts between state 
unions and their staffs have been uncovered. They are very detailed—as 
you might expect in a contract between union management and union 
staff—and reveal that benefits are notably generous, ranging in value up to 
40 percent of salary. (Benefits for U.S. workers are typically about half 
that.) 

This was what provided the Indiana Policy Review with its eye- 
catching headline. Only 9 of the Indiana affiliates 119 employees had 
been reported in official filings to earn salaries above $70,000. But 
Styring was able to show that, in 40 cases, total compensation packages 
that exceeded $100,000, including benefits such as very generous vaca- 
tions (almost twelve weeks for sixteen-year veterans), cars and credit cards 
(available to nearly half ISTA’s staff), and even allowances for something 
called "companion travel." 

According to the leaked contract, ISTA contributed 22 percent of 
annual compensation in 1996 to the professional staff's pension plan. 
Employees contributed nothing. Nineteen of these employees were also ex- 
teachers and enrolled in the state Teacher Retirement Fund, financed by the 


taxpayers of Indiana. Thus some Indiana State Teachers Association veterans, 


117 


118 


The Worm in the Apple 


Styring calculated, could retire on more than 100 percent of their final 
salary, courtesy of Indiana taxpayers—who were in the remarkable position 
of having to pay the union that organizes against them. In the private sector, 
such employer-union subventions are illegal. 

(And now in Indiana too, as a result of Styring’s exposé and Leslie 
Spencer and my publicizing it in Forbes. Let the sun shine in!) 

In addition, ISTA staff was covered by a $500,000 litigation policy, 
$150,000 group term life insurance policy, and up to $150,000 accidental 
death and dismemberment policy. 


The health plan had coverage as follows: 


@ Basic plus supplemental unlimited major medical cov- 


erage 


@ Long-term disability—two-thirds of salary for five 


years, 90 percent thereafter. 
€ 100 percent prescription drug coverage 


€ 100 percent semiprivate rate for hospital room and 


board 
€ 100 percent hospital ancillary charges 
@ 100 percent extended care facility charges 
@ 100 percent outpatient surgery charges 
€ 100 percent voluntary second-surgical opinion 


@ Up to $200 for a routine physical, up to $50 for spouse 
and each dependent child 


€ Usual and customary rates for surgeon, in-hospital 
medical, diagnostic X-ray lab, emergency accident, 
nervous and mental, pap smear, mammogram, child 
immunizations, transfer and ambulance, and home 


health care hospice 


@ Maximum out-of-pocket co-payment $500 per indi- 


vidual per year 
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The vision plan offered usual and customary rates for eye examina- 
tions, frames, and lenses. There were no deductibles and the staff was cov- 
ered for up to $200 for “not medically necessary” contact lenses. The dental 
plan offered unlimited maximum benefits. Death benefits included: all 
accrued salary; eighteen months’ medical, dental, and vision coverage for 
dependents; payment for accumulated and unused vacation and personal 
business leave days; and the right to purchase the decedent’s company 
(union!) automobile. 

Not surprisingly, ISTA’s turnover was infinitesimal. Thus over a third of 
its staff had been there sixteen years or more—which qualified them for 
nearly twelve weeks of vacation. These lucky veterans included a goon 
briefly jailed after attempting to vandalize a school board member’s car 


during a 1985 teachers strike. 


A 1995 contract between the California Teachers Association and its staff 
has similar benefits. The California staffers and their eligible dependents 
receive fully paid medical and dental benefits. The employee receives a free 
annual physical examination, fully paid disability insurance, and fully paid 
life insurance to provide three times the employee’s salary. Retirement ben- 
efits are vested after five years and include full retirement available at age 
fifty-five. The CTA paid a maximum of 21.5 percent of taxable wages into 
the fund, and retirement payments were based on the highest single year of 
service. The California staff received another consideration—the CTA paid 


the employee’s share of Social Security. 


Based on information from Indiana, plus California and New Jersey, we can 
get a fairly good picture of what union staff perks are like. Vacation ranges 
from 22 to 30 working days a year, along with 15 to 20 holidays. Staffers 
also receive 12 to 15 sick days per year, and additional paid religious leave, 
personal leave, bereavement leave, birth or adoption leave, and family illness 
leave. Staffers receive full salary while serving on jury duty. They may take 
up to 75 days unpaid political leave “to serve in any elected part-time state 
political position.” 


In Indiana, anyone required to drive more than eight thousand miles 
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on business receives a company (sorry, union) automobile. The employee 
selects from among new Chevrolet, Oldsmobile, Buick, or Pontiac models 
and receives a new auto after three years or forty-eight thousand miles, 
whichever comes first. The California Teachers Association will reimburse 
staffers for rental and parking charges for private aircraft used on union 
business, and for monthly membership in a flying club—if it saves the union 
money (!). 

We could go on and on for pages about credit cards, telephone cards, 
moving expenses, interest-free car loans and . . . incarceration pay! If jailed 
as a result of conducting union-related business, the employee receives 
normal benefits and double normal salary during incarceration. . . . 

Why can’t the state unions get a handle on this extravagant staff com- 
pensation, given their budget problems? 

An activist who has asked to remain anonymous explained one reason 
to Educational Intelligence Agency’s Mike Antonucci: “The main reason 
that staff perks are not widely known is that board members get the same perks. 
If the membership knew, they would be furious. So we have a situation 
where the board negotiates contracts with staff and the board (which is 
supposed to be representing the teachers) also gets the same benefits that 
staff gets. This is a pretty good incentive for the board to give staff pretty 
much anything they want since they will get it, too.” 

But it’s when you reach the top of the heap, at NEA headquarters, 
that the real money comes rolling in. Union members dole out $2.2 mil- 
lion annually for the care and feeding of the nine-member Executive 
Committee, six of whom receive only an annual stipend from the union. 
In 2002, NEA’s president, vice president, and secretary-treasurer will earn 
a combined $616,000 in salary and $544,000 in cash allowances and 
travel. 

Members of the NEA Board of Directors can receive reimbursement 
for luggage and dependent care. Executive officers receive paid “compan- 
ion travel” to the union’s annual convention plus one international event 
each year. Members of the Executive Committee receive a free annual 
physical, “companion travel,’ and (no doubt very necessary) free assistance 
with income tax preparation. 

Perks received by elected union officers are similar to those afforded 


the staff, plus a few additional ones, such as: 
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@ First-class airfare if an out-of-state trip exceeds four 


hours 


@ Laundry/dry cleaning, exercise facilities, and similar 
items “comparable to what would normally be avail- 
able and utilized if not traveling from their home resi- 


dence" if a trip is three days or more 


@ With executive-officer approval, chartered short-run 


air travel due to "constraints of timeliness" 


@ Reimbursement for one set of luggage and one brief- 


case for each full term of office 


€ Reimbursement for travel for one “companion” (1.e., 
7 CE -— 
domestic partner,’ family member, or similar compan- 


lon) to three events per year 


@ One phone line and phone for Association business in 


director’s home 


@ One phone line and one fax machine for Association 


business in home 
€ Reimbursement for office supplies used in home 
Costs of printing, supplies, and postage 


Computer and printer 


Reimbursement for absences from outside paid 


employment other than teaching 
€ Up to $300 per month for child or home care 


But theres a second reason Teacher Trust staffers succeed in extracting 
these extravagant packages from Teacher Trust management. The staffs have 
their own, very demanding, unions. The National Education Association Staff 
Organization (NEASO) is the largest of these, with approximately 4,000 mem- 
bers working in Washington, D.C.,and in each state affiliate. NEASO itself takes 
in nearly $200,000 a year in dues. It has a single full-time employee who earns 
$43,163 (not including benefits) to keep track of the staff unions business. 
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Since the entire membership of these staff unions is largely made up of 
contract negotiators, they are very good at what they negotiate for them- 
selves. They also are exquisitely aware of the public-relations cost to the 
Teacher Irust when its own staff have poor working conditions or go out on 
strike. The staff unions take a hard-line stance when contracts are up. But so, 
surprisingly often, does Teacher Trust management. What ensues is often bit- 
ter and acrimonious . . . and wildly entertaining for union observers. 

In the last five years, at least a dozen NEA state affiliates have had their 
staffs go out on strike or have faced some other work actions. The alleged 
reasons for the labor unrest are quite eye-opening, especially in light of 
some demands that teacher unions make of school boards. 

In 1998, the Montana Education Association management demanded 
increased workload from its staffers, a three-year freeze on salaries, and roll- 
backs in benefits. The MEA Staff Organization held informational pickets 
outside the teacher union convention in April 1998, drawing press coverage. 

“We would prefer that the public not notice it,’ said MEA president 
Eric Feaver.'”® 

One of the long-standing complaints of the Wisconsin Education 
Association Council is that state law limits annual increases in teacher com- 
pensation to 3.8 percent. But in 1998, when the union staff contract came 
up, the WEAC offered less than 3.8 percent to its own employees. The staff 
union set up informational pickets outside the schools where members of 
the WEAC bargaining team were employed. ?* 

Even more ironic was the 1999 strike against the Vermont NEA after 
the staff union claimed VNEA president Angelo Dorta proposed an alter- 
native pay schedule that in part called for—wait for it—merit pay! 

Similarly, in 1997, the Louisiana Association of Educators wanted to tie 
its staff salary increases to good evaluations and membership increases. The 
staff went on strike instead. 

When union staff go on strike, elected Teacher Trust officials are usu- 
ally happy to cross those picket lines in order to keep union offices open. 
This is a little hard to square with NEA Resolution F-7, which begins: 


The National Education Association denounces the practice of 
keeping schools open during a strike. The Association believes that 


when a picket line is established by the authorizing bargaining 


The Workers’ Paradise 


unit, crossing it, whether physically or electronically, is strike- 
breaking and jeopardizes the welfare of education employees and 


the educational process. 


Thus, in 1997, lona Holloway, a member of the NEA Executive Com- 
mittee, crossed the Louisiana staff union’s picket line to help answer phones 
at union headquarters. 

Nor does Teacher Trust management muscle-flexing end at crossing 
picket lines. There have been several instances of Teacher Trust management 
filing restraining orders against picketing staffers. In 1997, the Ohio Educa- 
tion Association did this during its staff strike in Columbus. 

For their part, the staff unions seem to relish filing unfair labor practice 
complaints against their NEA employers. In 1996, the Michigan Education 
Association staff union filed no less than nine charges against MEA during 
its lengthy strike. These included claims that MEA had: engaged in regres- 
sive bargaining (bargaining in which the employers offer is steadily 
reduced); engaged in “surface” bargaining (bargaining with no intent to 
reach an agreement); not provided necessary and relevant information; 
reduced supplemental benefits; refused to negotiate over workloads; failed 
to give its representatives the authority to bargain, and bargained directly 
with workers.'®° 

All of these charges will be familiar to school boards and their negotia- 
tors. They hear the same complaints from the Teacher Trust at contract time. 

"It's a sad day when a union acts like the management it opposes. I just 
hope they learn that being union is not situational," said MEA staff union 
president Tom Greene. “You can’t be union in public and management 
behind closed doors.” 

In 1999, the Pennsylvania State Education Association bypassed the 
staff union and offered a $1,000 signing bonus directly to its staffers if they 
would accept PSEA’s “final best offer.” Despite rejection of this offer by staff 
union negotiators, the staff accepted it and stayed on the job. The PSEA 
Staff Organization filed an unfair labor practice charge. In a letter to local 
activists, the staff union claimed the PSEA had “taken positions at the bar- 
gaining table that run contrary to its own bargaining principles and goals. 
It has employed bargaining tactics identical to those employed by school 


districts every day" ^! 
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But for sheer irony, hypocrisy, and lunacy, nothing can match the Janu- 
ary 2000 strike against the Kentucky Education Association (KEA) by the 
Kentucky Education Association Staff Organization (KEASO). 

The NEA’s Kentucky affiliate has had severe financial, membership, 
and public relations problems for the last six years. The previous staff con- 
tract was settled only after acrimonious negotiations. When the KEA 
offered the staff a salary proposal that was conditional upon maintaining 
28,500 members, the staff union authorized a strike. 

A week before the strike deadline, KEA executive director Charlie Vice 
sent a remarkable memo to the unions staff. In it, Vice claimed that several 
staffers had approached him with questions about what a strike would 
mean. 

"First, we want you to know that we recognize your legal right to choose to 
strike or not to strike," Vice wrote. But in a question-and-answer format, Vice 


went on to provide astonishing advice, considering his position as a union 


chief of staff. 


€ [Can staffers decline to strike?| Answer: Yes. That's up to 


you. You have a legal right to work and you are welcome. 


€ [Can the staff union fine me for showing up at work:] 
Only KEASO members can be fined and penalized. If you 
resign from KEASO, you would not be a member, and would 


no longer be subject to fines and penalties. 


€ [Can KEA replace strikers?] Answer: Yes, KEA has the 


legal right to hire what are called “permanent replacements.” 


@ [Will my job remain open if I strike?] At the end of the 
strike, striking employees have the right to return to their for- 
mer position if it is open or vacant. If not, they would not 
return until an opening or vacancy in their former position 


arises. 


[magine the teacher-union reaction if a superintendent were to send such 
a memo to teachers contemplating a strike. And the staff union was duly 
apoplectic. In a letter to the staff, KEASO president Ellen Young called 
KEA s tactics “reprehensible” and chided the organization for abandoning 
union principles: “We are embarrassed for members of KEA that this so- 


called teacher union has become Kentucky’s foremost union-buster.”’ 
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Conveniently for KEASO—and unfortunately for KEA—the NEA 
was holding a large regional conference in the Hyatt Regency Louisville. 
Hundreds of union officials and staffers from several Middle Atlantic states 
were planning to attend. KEASO announced its plans to picket the event. 
The word got around to the staff unions in other states, who encouraged 
their bosses to stay home. Most NEA staff did not attend, and estimates of 
elected union officials who stayed away ranged from dozens to several hun- 
dred. Kentucky lieutenant governor Steve Henry was scheduled to address 
the conference but canceled. KEASO claimed to have twenty-two pick- 
eters in front of the Hyatt, including the president of KEA’s largest local 
affiliate, as conference attendees arrived the morning of January 29. 

But while many union officials and members refused to cross the 
picket line, NEA president Bob Chase and vice president Reg Weaver man- 
aged to enter the hotel and addressed the hundreds of activists who showed 
up. When the Educational Intelligence Agency’s Mike Antonucci asked 
why the leaders of America’s largest union were appearing at a conference 
being picketed by striking union workers, the NEA responded that its 
employees may refuse to cross picket lines but “we do not have a policy in 
regard to governance [officials].”’ 

The contradiction did not go unnoticed by staff unions across the 
country. “It has always been a puzzlement that unions can and do all too 
often treat their own employees in a manner that would have them mus- 
tering all the power at their command to overcome and defeat if it was hap- 
pening to their own members,’ wrote California associate staff president 
Maureen Keating, in a January 30 letter of support to KEASO. 

On the other hand, the Wall Street Journal Editorial Page actually had 


praise for NEA officials, an unusual and no doubt irritating occurrence: 


What’s of note is that whenever union management for the 
teachers does encounter what they consider excessive demands, 
they don’t roll over. They bargain hard and are often willing to 
take a strike rather than automatically raise dues on all members 
to pay for more salary and benefits. Would that school boards and 
the mediators they often employ showed such backbone. Maybe 
then genuine public school reform would advance in visible 
stages rather than the grudging lip service the same union lead- 


ers give it now. °° 
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Still, che Teacher Trust does seem to end up giving the staff unions most 
of what they want. This leads to many NEA state affiliates having financial 
difficulties even while they're pulling in huge piles of money from teachers 
and other education employees. (Hmmm. . . sound familiar?) 

In the mid-1990s, the California Teachers Association had a severe budget 
crisis, leading to demands from some quarters for the union to cut costs. 

"| am extremely uncomfortable with the fact that we pay CTA staff 
salaries and. benefits that the fine teachers of this state can never hope to 
attain. We need to draw the line somewhere,’ said one local activist at a 1993 
CTA Budget Committee hearing. "Members are expressing discontent with 
CTA s insensitivity to their financial situation. It is time for CTA, for once, to 
do what its members have to do, live within its current budget,” said another. 

But the Teacher Trust, and its staffers, don’t want to know. In a speech 
to the CTA State Council in June 1994, president Del Weber nevertheless 
argued for a dues increase—in the midst of a deep recession in the state. 

“The $6 dues [increase] is a bare minimum to maintain our program 
and represent our members," said Weber. “It would be very easy, with a 
weaker CTA, for external groups such as the Religious Right to take over 
the public [government] school system." 

Keep the bogeyman from the door! Give generously! 

similarly, che Pennsylvania State Education Association froze hiring in 
1999 to deal with a $2.3 million deficit. 

And Ohio Education Association president Michael Billrakis and exec- 
utive director Robert Barkley Jr. sent this memo to local affiliate leaders in 


April 2000 to inform them about the union’s projected $6.3 million deficit: 


Specifically, and regrettably, we can no longer afford to sustain the 
current number of OEA employees at their current level of com- 
pensation and benefits and continue to provide the expected level 
of services and programs without significantly raising OEA dues 
for you and every other member. Going backwards is something 
we all rail against in bargaining. We do not expect OEAS position 
to be seen as contrary to that philosophy because the OEA can, 
and will remain an employer that provides high quality benefits 


and exceptionally competitive levels of compensation. 


The final word on union compensation: the amusing saga of the Board 


Management Procedures Handbook, which governs the expenses of elected 
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officers of the California Teachers Association. The handbook instructs offi- 


cers nervously: 


Regardless of authorization, expenses should nonetheless be 
incurred without ostentatious display on the part of any individual 


which could in any way damage the image of the Association. [Empha- 


sis added] 


Subsequently, the CTA apparently decided that any disclosure of the 
privileges awarded to the board of directors and executive officers would 
“damage the image of the Association.” In July 1997, it restricted access to 
the handbook. Previously, it was made available to “any person having a 
reasonable interest in it.’ The language was changed to read "any person 
having a demonstrable need to review ic" 

Well, I think that not just government school teachers but the entire 
American public, above all the taxpayers, have a “demonstrable need” to 
know what the Teacher Trust is paying itself. Certainly union members 
cannot hold union officials and staff financially accountable if they have no 
idea where the money goes. The situation is even more invidious for the 
non-union teachers who are compelled by many state laws to contribute to 
the union treasury. 

Teachers are consumers of union services. They will choose the best 
value virtually every time. In Georgia, the Professional Association of 
Georgia Educators (PAGE), an independent teacher association, has a 
smaller staff but more members than the NEA-affiliated Georgia Associa- 
tion of Educators (GAE). Yet PAGE charges about one-third in dues what 
GAE charges. Clearly, teachers will decline to subsidize excessive union 
management and staff compensation—if they are given full information 
and a reasonable alternative. 

Disclosure of union operations and finances to the public and its 
membership could be instituted by legislation. But internal union reform 
is also necessary. The government cannot, and should not, dictate to unions 
how they may generate revenues—provided the unions abide by existing 
statues against fraud, embezzlement, extortion, etc. But simply the fact that 
unions tie their income to increases in teacher salaries—funds extracted 
from the taxpayer—necessitates greater public scrutiny. Union staff com- 
pensation is a critical component in the problem of the government 


school system. 
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Garages must tell customers how their automobile repair bill was com- 
puted. Attorneys must account for time spent on a client’s case. Salaries of 
government school superintendents and other officials are matters of pub- 
lic record. 

The NEA and AFT are in the business of providing a service to those 
who pay dues. They are not charities. Members should be granted the 
opportunity to judge truthfully whether they are getting their money’s 
worth. So should the public. 


Kryptonite 


Choice is good.'® 


—New Orleans Public Schools chief executive officer Al Davis, 
after placing his daughter in a private school. 


The Teacher Trust, like Superman, is faster than a speeding bullet, more 
powerful than a locomotive, and able to leap tall buildings in a single 
bound. But, also like Superman, it is vulnerable to one thing. In the case of 
Superman, it’s kryptonite; for the Teacher Trust, it’s school choice—the cre- 
ation of a free market in education, rather than the current socialist gov- 
ernment school system. 

Theoretically, an education market could be stimulated by making 
school fees tax-deductible—so that parents could write off school costs 
against income, like interest on their house mortgage—or by giving a tax 
credit to match school fees, so that parents are compensated for the full 
value of their spending on their child’s education. In effect, the parents 
would be directing the government’s education spending. But another 
controversial proposal has dominated debate in recent years: school 


vouchers. 
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School vouchers were the brainchild of Nobel Prize-winning econo- 
mist Milton Friedman in a famous essay published in 1955.!% The idea, 
simply put, is that, if there is going to be a government subsidy to K-12 
students, it would be more efficient to give some or all of it directly to the 
student and his family in the form of a voucher to be spent in the school of 
their choice—public, private, or religious. After all, the government fights 
hunger by distributing food stamps, not by owning supermarkets. 

With the freedom to choose the best educational value, parents as 
consumers will be able force the suppliers of education to improve their 
services or go out of business. And, unlike tax deductions and tax credits, 
this means all parents—not just those whose income is high enough to 
pay tax. Good schools will flourish. Bad schools will decline. Just like 
supermarkets. 

The NEA opposes all aspects of what it calls the “extremist agenda" 
(see Chapter 9). But it appears ready to do literally anything to stop school 
vouchers. If vouchers are enacted—as they have been in Milwaukee, Cleve- 
land, and Florida—the unions will challenge them in court, tie them up 
with regulations, and delegitimize them in the eyes of the public. Or more. 

Reasonable people can disagree about the actual results of a large-scale 
voucher program. But the Teacher Trust has gone well beyond the point of 
reasonable disagreement. To union officials, the fight against vouchers is a 
Holy Crusade. They are quite adamant in their claim that the introduction 
of vouchers would be directly responsible for the destruction of public 
education. Indeed, the unions don’t stop there. They fervently predict seri- 
ous consequences to democracy and American society should a voucher 
program see the light of day. 

Teacher Trust rhetoric reflects the fear that it genuinely feels—but for 
reasons that have nothing to do with education. The public, however, doesn't 
have the same fear. So the NEA and AFT have to use all sorts of analogies, 
metaphors, and word pictures to elicit the emotional response they want. 


They exploit fear of villains from history and politics—left, right, and center: 


€ "It used to be Marxists who advocated revolution and 
the withering away of the state. Today, this is the rebel 
yell of many people who bizarrely call themselves 'con- 


servative. "!6 
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@ “Who supports vouchers? How about the former mili- 
tary dictator of Chile, alleged torturer Augusto 


Pinochet?” !66 


@ “Reminiscent of the Vietnam era, when we heard mili- 
tary leaders justifying the destruction of villages in 
order to save them, you will hear proponents of vouch- 
ers tell you that in order to save public education, we 


must destroy it first"! ^ 


They exploit fear of religious cults: 


€ "The simple fact is, if David Koresh had been in Cali- 
fornia and the [voucher] initiative had been in effect, 
the Branch Davidian leader would have been eligible 


for more than $100,000 in school vouchers this year”! 
They exploit fear of disease and illness: 


€ "[Vouchers are] like applying leeches and bleeding a 
patient to death." ^? 


€ "[Vouchers for urban schools] are not the cure, but 


would be one more cancer." "°? 


Should all these methods fail, the Teacher Trust will go even further: 


€ "Vouchers are about fear of life. Vouchers are a diver- 
sion. They are a desperate effort of some of our fellow 
citizens to hold back the profound and scary changes 
which the 21st century has waiting for us. The private 
schools which vouchers seek to fund are really a kind of 


nuclear fall-out shelter and just about as functional" 


But only once have we heard a union official even hint at the truth in 
the midst of hyperbole. In October 1994, while addressing the unions State 
Council, California Teachers Association president Del Weber said: 


Less than a year ago, we trashed Proposition 174, which was 
designed to eliminate public schools from California and replace 


them with private schools of a substandard nature. If it had passed, 
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both our professional and personal lives as teachers would have been shat- 
tered, and the kids we now serve would have been left with virtu- 


ally nothing. [Emphasis added] 


What the unions fear from vouchers is not the effect on education, and 
certainly not the effect on students. They fear the effect on collective bar- 
gaining, on union membership and wages. And they’re right. A large-scale 
voucher system probably would reduce collective bargaining, reduce union 
membership, and reduce teacher salaries in many cases. 

(Teacher salaries might not fall as is usually assumed, at least in the 
long run. Although many teachers unquestioningly believe that without 
the union they would be ground into penury, the consensus among labor 
economists is that in the private sector unions only can raise salaries 10—15 
percent—and at the cost of reducing employment in that industry. Teach- 
ing is actually a valuable skill. Private tutors in the New York City area can 
charge as much as $175 or more an hour, which for a forty-hour week 
could presumably mean a gross of $350,000 a year—albeit with only a 
two-week vacation! And what if the tutor could handle two or more chil- 
dren? Andrew J. Coulson in his book Market Education: The Unknown His- 
tory reports that top instructors in Japan’s jukus, the private, for-profit 
“after-school schools” widely used to supplement government middle and 
high schools, earn as much as Japanese professional baseball players." In 
the end, a free-market education system might well use a wider range of 
teachers, including more part-timers and some superstars. In the short run, 
of course, the change could be jarring.) 

The Teacher Trust’s problem: the public will not go to the barricades 
with it to protect collective bargaining and other union privileges. So it 
must raise the specter of Armageddon to motivate opposition. 

It’s a standard political tactic. As described by one political observer, it 
goes like this: “Stake out the most outrageous position you can and force 
your Opponents to respond; the more they do so, the less outrageous your 
position will seem, until it appears almost plausible, and then, owing to 
constant repetition, inevitable.”!” 

The NEA offers up numerous arguments against vouchers. Some are 
specious; others can be overcome through properly crafted legislation or 
initiatives. None of them really matter—they’re not the primary reason the 


teacher union opposes a voucher system. 
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The first argument: separation of church and state. Judicial decisions 
based on the constitutionality of vouchers have gone both ways in lower 
courts, and the U.S. Supreme Court.* 

Yet it is difficult to see how providing grants to parents to spend at a 
school—any school, no matter its denomination—can violate the Estab- 
lishment Clause. The unions’ public relations arguments, as opposed to their 
legal arguments, are very interesting on this score. “[Americans] should not 
be forced to pay taxes for schools which teach religious views they disagree 
with,” declared Florida Education Association executive director John 
Ryor."* But teacher unions make the exact opposite argument when 
teachers are forced to pay dues to a union whose political views they dis- 
agree with. This, too, is a First Amendment issue, though the Florida 
unions Ryor would probably fail to acknowledge it. 

The alleged reason for the unions' opposition is the indirect passing of 
public funds to private schools. This, union officials say, cannot be tolerated. 
But public funds are being passed to private schools at this very moment, 
and have been for many years—with the full knowledge, and even the sup- 
port, of these same teacher unions. 

Hard to believe? Here is a lengthy quote from NEA president Keith 
Geiger extolling the virtues of America’s largest “voucher” program—the 


G.I. Bill: 


While the war still raged, President Roosevelt, with a nudge from 
his wife Eleanor, pushed through the Congress the Servicemen’s 
Readjustment Act, which we all know today as the G.I. Bill. This 
bold measure really launched the postwar education boom. Under 
the G.I. Bill, the federal government, yes, the federal government 
paid for the education of returning veterans. Specifically, the gov- 
ernment paid their tuition and provided them with a weekly liv- 
ing allowance. For many veterans, the G.I. Bill meant something 
they had never dared dream of—it meant going to college. And 
they went in droves. American colleges and universities would 
never again be the same. To accommodate the bright-eyed veter- 
ans, they had to grow faster than ivy. Whats more the G.I. Bill 


changed, fundamentally and forever, how Americans think about a 


*In June 2002, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in Zelman vs. Simmons-Harris that vouchers 


could be used in religious schools if parents had options. 
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college education. Before the war, college had been considered an 
elite pastime, like belonging to a country club. But by the early 
1950s, one in four young Americans was attending college— 
almost double the prewar rate. It must also be noted that for the 
sixty percent of the veterans who had not completed high school, 
the G.I. Bill paid for remedial, vocational, and technical education. 
In all, eight million of twelve million veterans took advantage of 
the G.I. Bill. The program ended up costing, in today’s dollars, one 
hundred and nineteen billion dollars. Now that's what I call a 
national commitment to education! The G.I. Bill turned out to be 
one of the wisest investments the United States has ever made. It 
provided the brainpower for America’s incredible economic surge 
that began after the war and carried on right through the 1950s, 
the '60s, and the early '70s.!? 


This 1s a remarkable speech to be coming from the leader of an organ- 
ization unalterably opposed to school vouchers. In 1955, when Milton 
Friedman first introduced the voucher program in his famous essay, he used 
the G.I. Bill as an example of what he meant. 

Antivoucher forces counter that the G.I. Bill is for adults who, they 
claim, are less vulnerable to religious indoctrination than are elementary 
school students. (Of course, that is why vouchers would go to adults—the 
parents of K-12 students). But Geiger speech undermined even that pal- 
try point. If a G.I. Bill grant could be given to high school dropout veter- 
ans for remedial education, why can't school vouchers at least go to civilian 
high school dropouts today? 

Geiger' speech also undercut yet another claim by his own union: that 
there aren't enough private schools to take in a huge influx of voucher stu- 
dents from public schools. When journalist Matthew Miller attempted to 
float a voucher plan past AFT president Sandra Feldman in 1999, she 
repeatedly asked him: “Where are these schools going to come from?" 
But, as Geiger explained in his speech, in order to accommodate veterans 
with G.I. Bill money, colleges and universities grew "faster than ivy." Why 
wouldn't the same thing happen today—especially in a technologically 
advanced society? 

Geiger credited the G.I. Bill with creating a national economic surge 


and calls it ^one of the wisest investments the United States ever made." Yet 
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the G.I. Bill was just a voucher allowing people to attend the school of their 
choice, without regard to income or religion. 

Nor is the G.I. Bill the only program that provides public money to 
attend private schools. There are federal Pell grants, and countless state and 
local tuition assistance programs. An example of the latter: the District of 
Columbia Tuition Assistance Program, which provides grants of $2,500 a 
year for D.C. students attending private schools in the metropolitan area. 
Over twenty-four hundred students signed up for them. 

“But if choice is good at the college level, is it not also beneficial for 
K-12 students?" asks Matthew Berry of the Institute for Justice, a legal 
foundation that defends voucher programs in court. “Why do [voucher 
opponents] support a program that allows students to use federal govern- 
ment grants to attend D.C.s Catholic University?” 

The dirty little secret of the “no public funding for private schools” 
argument is that the unions oppose the use of private money for private 
schools as well. The NEA will rarely pass up an opportunity to take a swipe 
at Children First America or the Children’s Scholarship Fund, two pro- 
grams that provide privately funded vouchers to students to attend private 
elementary schools. 

Thus, when such vouchers were offered to the parents of every student 
in the Edgewood School District in Texas, six hundred signed on. The NEA’s 
reaction was swift and sudden. The union sent operatives from its Washing- 
ton, D.C., headquarters to organize the community against the program, 
without visible success. The INEAS Special Committee on Privatization came 
to this conclusion: “The Committee believes that privately-funded private 
school voucher programs are undesirable, and that NEA and its affiliates 
should attempt to educate the public about the pitfalls of such programs.” 

Since most government school funding is based on a formula related to 
enrollment or average daily attendance, more students means more money. 
Therefore any program that might prompt parents to send their children to 
a private school, or home school, no matter if it is funded privately or pub- 
licly, means less total money in the government school till. But the effect of 
voucher programs on per-pupil spending is unknown. It depends on what 
type of school each student was attending prior to accepting a voucher. 

This fact has been buried by the rhetoric of the Teacher Trust. It makes 
mutually exclusive arguments on this issue, either one of which might have 


validity, but taken together cancel each other out. 


135 


136 


The Worm in the Apple 


Thus the NEA often argues that most parents who take advantage of 
vouchers already have children in private schools. The government educa- 
tion budget will thus deliver funds to educate students who were not pre- 
viously in the system. 

If a state or municipality failed to provide additional funds to finance 
these private school students, that could indeed mean reduced funding for 
all public school students. But what if these private school parents suddenly 
decided to send their children to government schools after all? The gov- 
ernment school system would be required by law to fund their education. 
Which could also put pressure on its budget. 

And what if government school students accepted vouchers in large 
numbers and attended private schools? It would inevitably mean net sav- 
ings—because private schools would be educating children for about half 
the amount the public schools charge. This savings could be applied to per- 
pupil spending so that those students who remain in public schools would 
see more funding for textbooks, supplies . . . and, of course, teacher salaries. 

The NEA repeatedly disregards this scenario. NEA president Bob 
Chase responded to a pro-voucher article by Gary Rosen in Commentary 


this way: 


Milwaukee, which now spends nearly $40 million on 8,000 
voucher students, avoided deep cuts in its public school budget only 
by raising property taxes as an offset. In addition, when voucher stu- 
dents leave a classroom, taking their per-pupil state aid with them, 
the school’s fixed costs remain the same; the teacher and the elec- 


tricity bill still must be paid. 


By dealing in total numbers and removing the context, Chase sought to 


avoid the exact reply he got from Rosen, which was: 


In the case of Milwaukee, this amounts to $5,000 per voucher stu- 
dent, far less than the approximately $9,000 that the public schools 
would otherwise spend. To my mind, that is a pretty good deal: bet- 


ter schooling for less money. 


Contrary to Chase’s claims, during the ten years of the voucher pro- 
gram, inflation-adjusted spending by the Milwaukee Public Schools grew 


more than three times faster than enrollment. 
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In fact, the NEA seems to feel that the public schools are entitled to 
specific amounts of spending irrespective of enrollment. In Edgewood, an 
NEA representative claimed that the private scholarship program “is threat- 
ening to gut the services received by children in the public schools. Given 
the district’s heavy reliance on state funding, the loss of 515 students—and 
more than $3 million of state aid—could stymie ongoing reform efforts.” "° 

This is rhetorical sleight-of-hand. The Edgewood district lost 4 percent 
of its total enrollment to private schools, but it only lost 3.5 percent of its 
state aid. Additionally, public school funding is budgeted on a district 
enrollment for the previous year. So, for a full year, Edgewood received 
funding for students who weren’t there anymore. By any measure, the dis- 
trict had more money for each pupil who stayed behind. 

The unions employ the funding issue because their polling says pock- 
etbook issues resonate longer with voters than the church-state, segrega- 
tion, or any other arguments made against vouchers. 

“Experience has shown us repeatedly that, in a contest for the hearts 
and minds of California voters, victory usually goes to the side that most 
effectively raises the hobgoblin of higher taxes,” said California Teachers 
Association president Del Weber to his union’s State Council before 
launching its anti-voucher campaign in 1993. And in the years following, 
that emphasis hasn’t changed. Unions in Michigan and California defeated 
voucher initiatives in 2000 by highlighting the tax issue early and often. 

Money aside, the unions claim that any “choice” going on is done by 
the private schools, not the parents. They claim that, with limited space, pri- 
vate schools will refuse to admit students with low academic achievement, 
discipline problems, or disabilities—a practice known as “cherry-picking.” 

“We face a tough, historic choice,” said NEA vice president Reg 
Weaver, addressing the NAACP convention." Will we go down the path of 
vouchers, siphoning the best students and the most motivated parents away from 
inner-city public school systems?" (emphasis added). 

How about that. All the rallies and legal battles by voucher supporters 
couldn’t mean more than a supporter of the system, Reg Weaver, admitting 
that, given a chance, the “best students and the most motivated parents" 
would leave their public schools for a private alternative. 

Even so, Weaver is wrong. Students who accepted vouchers in Edge- 


wood were slightly below average academically. 
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And even if private schools did “cherry-pick,’ so what? They wouldn't 
be unique. Government school districts in effect cherry-pick on a regular 
basis through the use of residency requirements. “Admission to the govern- 
ment school comes only with the price of the house,” wrote voucher advo- 
cate John E. Coons in 1992. “If the school is in Beverly Hills or Scarsdale, 


715! (Except where school districts are unified, as in 


the poor need not apply. 
Miami or Hawai, most American parents already have this—expensive and 
inefficient—species of choice. Ask any real estate agent. The parents just 
have to buy a house in the right school district. Real estate prices are their 
“private school tuition.” Economists call this Tiebout choice, after the 
economist Charles Tiebout, who first drew attention to its significance.) 

Reporter Joseph Berger of the New York Times found that some states 
allow parents to buy their way into affluent, suburban public schools. 
Another sixteen states require districts to accept out-of-town students free 
of charge if there is space. “Generally, tuition-paying students are admitted 
only in classes where there are vacancies,’ Berger wrote. “Most districts 
screen out students with academic or behavioral problems.”'®” 

The discrimination is even starker when it comes to special education 
students. Howard L. Fuller, a voucher supporter who is the former super- 
intendent of schools in Milwaukee, noted that public high schools often 
have selective admissions requirements, as do gifted and talented elemen- 
tary (GATE) schools. But his recitation of selectivity in the Milwaukee 
public schools with regard to special education students was particularly 
striking. Of the 117 public schools in the Milwaukee system, only 8 accept 
students with visual impairment, 9 accept those with autism, 13 accept 
those with hearing impairment, 22 accept those with orthopedic impair- 
ment, 60 accept those with emotional disability, 61 accept those with cog- 
nitive disability, and 105 accept those with learning disabilities. The only 
disability that guarantees you a seat in any Milwaukee public school is a 
speech/language disability. '*? 

Ironically, it is not unusual for public schools to unilaterally transfer 
problem students or students with disabilities to alternative schools. Some 
of these are private schools—again undermining the “no public money for 
private schools” argument. A voucher for these students could clearly save 
taxpayer money. An audit of the District of Columbia special education 


program found that twenty-two D.C. special education students each had a 
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separate bus transport them to classes at private schools outside the city, at 
an estimated cost of more than $2 million, or the price of four hundred 
vouchers in Milwaukee.'** 

In making their case against vouchers, the Teacher Trust again betrays its 
very real bias against markets. “Competition—winners and losers—is okay 
for breakfast cereals, but disastrous for schools" is a typical comment.!? 

This position reflects deep-seated union philosophy. Both NEA and 
AFT used it in their attempts to push a merger upon reluctant affiliates. It 
was sold as a way to end “wasteful competition" between the two unions. 

But the Teacher Trusts denunciations of “competition” need not be 
taken seriously. Remember, these are the same people who devote millions 
of dollars and countless man-hours to winning the ultimate competition: 
political elections. When its interests are at stake, the NEA and AFT are the 
most competitive organizations in America. Their efforts not to lose their 
"market share" of members, of influence, or of income, have made them the 
force they are today. 

Equally spurious are the unions' claims that vouchers will foster segre- 
gation because white parents will remove their children from public schools 
and enroll them in private schools. In taking this stance, the unions are bar- 
ring the barn doors after the horse has bolted. “Our schools today are more 
segregated than ever," admits NEA executive director Don Cameron.'*° The 
enrollment in most inner-city school districts is upwards of 85 percent eth- 
nic and racial minority. Some districts are in the 95—96 percent minority 
range. It’s virtually impossible for these districts to become more segregated. 
Besides, in Edgewood, as in voucher programs elsewhere, the ethnic mix of 
those who accepted vouchers was similar to that of the districts enrollment 
as a whole. 

But the worst argument against school choice is that students and par- 
ents are “abandoning” public schools by accepting a voucher. When asked 
why vouchers are bad, Carole Shields of People for the American Way 
replied: "Fairness. You can't just pluck some kids out of a school and give 
them more hope and more opportunity and leave the rest behind." This 
means she thinks parents have some sort of obligation to inflict a miserable 
education on their children. It’s a species of moral blackmail. 

And its particularly heinous because unions don't hold their own 


teachers to the same obligation. 
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Teachers abandon lousy schools by the busload every year, and the 
unions don’t denounce them. In fact, unions go out of their way to ease the 
transfer. Attempts to keep good teachers working in inner-city schools 
through the use of salary differentials often meet with union opposition. 

Schools, districts, and teacher unions go on forever. But individual par- 
ents can't wait for the public education system to get its act together. Even 
three years of awful education is enough to ruin any students prospects for 
the future. Parents have an obligation to their children, not to a government 
bureaucracy. 

Close observers of the Teacher Trust are convinced there isn't enough 
money in the world to buy off union opposition to vouchers. When 
Matthew Miller of the Atlantic Monthly went to NEA president Bob Chase 
with a proposal that would combine vouchers for inner-city parents with 
substantially increased funding for the public schools in those districts, the 


conversation went like this: 


Miller: Is there any circumstance under which that would be 
something that... 

Chase: No. 

Miller: . . . you guys could live with? Why? 
Chase: No. 

Miller: Double school spending . . . 

Chase: No. 

Miller: . . . in inner cities? 

Chase: No. 

Miller: Tripleot . . . 

Chase: No. 


There is only one thing that would persuade the Teacher Trust to turn 
down triple funding: survival. Between them, the National Education Asso- 
ciation and the American Federation of Teachers have organized about 85 
percent of the nation’s public school teachers. They aren't worried about 
students and parents abandoning government schools for private schools; 
they're worried about teachers abandoning government schools for private 
schools. Private schools are rarely unionized. The NEA and AFT would 
either lose members, or be compelled to spend large sums of money to 


hold on to the numbers they already have. 


oc a I 
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A study by the Mackinac Center for Public Policy illustrated the situa- 
tion clearly for Michigan. All 583 Michigan public school districts have 
unionized teachers. Only 5 of 139 state charter schools have unionized teach- 
ers.And only 2 of more than 1,000 Michigan private schools have unionized 
teachers. That's very scary arithmetic if you're a union executive. 

Besides simple survival, the Teacher Trust's opposition to vouchers, and 
to all schemes to marketize education, serves a larger organizational pur- 
pose. Unions cannot exist without solidarity. What holds the line together 
is the same thing that rallies the troops: the idea that you are defending 
something important and good, that the bad guys want to destroy it, that 
there’s no retreat from this position, and that you are all in it together. What 
keeps soldiers in the trenches is usually not raw courage, but the fear of let- 
ting down their fellow soldiers. It’s difficult enough to hold the line 
together to stop a G.I. Bill for Kids. It is a lot easier, however, to stand solidly 
against Pinochet, Koresh, witches, and the "cancer" of vouchers. 

Nevertheless, with all the resources of the Teacher Trust committed to 
holding the line against vouchers, there have been some desertions, and they 
are growing in frequency. They have gotten so large that it would be correct 
to say that there is a substantial “voucher left" in America today. African 
American leaders like former New York congressman Floyd Flake and Bal- 
timore mayor Kurt Schmoke support vouchers. They are very pointed in 
their criticism. of unions and other voucher opponents. "Still others will 
wave their worn-out ideologies to defend a system of educational apartheid 
while demonizing anyone who promotes a parents right to choose,” wrote 
former U.S. ambassador to the United Nations Andrew Young. ^? 

Liberal journals and columnists have joined the voucher parade. They, 
too, have been critical of the NEA and AFT. In 2000, the editors of the New 


Republic wrote impatiently: 


The response of the teacher unions to vouchers is to defend end- 
lessly the principle of public education—when, by their implaca- 
ble opposition to virtually every effort to hold the public schools 
accountable, they themselves ensure that many of those schools 


make a mockery of the ideals upon which they were founded." 


In 1999, the NEA singled out Nashville Tennessean columnist Tim 


Chavez as a “hero” for his support of public schools and his firsthand analy- 
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sis of them. But less than a year later, Chavez was a full-fledged voucher 
supporter. “Bring on vouchers and other competition,’ he wrote. “The 
future of the impoverished child must be rescued from the public schools’ 
status Que” 

Even industrial unions have fallen into step on vouchers. In 1999, local 
affiliates of the International Union of Operating Engineers joined the 
Pennsylvania Conference of Teamsters in endorsing a school choice plan 
introduced by Pennsylvania governor Tom Ridge. 

And even prominent Democratic politicians have climbed aboard. 
When one of these politicians was asked how to deal with teacher union 
opposition on the issue, he replied, “We just all have to get together and 
charge the wall.” 

The politicians name? Senator Joe Lieberman (D-Connecticut).'” 
(Even though he’s no relation to the Educational Policy Institutes Mike 
Lieberman!) 

Of course, Lieberman had to do some fancy footwork when he was 
chosen to be Al Gore's vice presidential running mate in the 2000 election. 


But the Teacher Trust knows that he’s quite capable of softshoeing back. 


On the other hand, the voucher movement has problems too. It has lost 
every single head-to-head electoral confrontation with the Teacher Trust, 
sometimes overwhelmingly. The battle is always costly for the Teacher Trust, 
both financially and in public relations terms. But it does win. 

Voucher proposals often lack public support for several reasons. Most 
people don’t have children in public schools. They are notoriously queru- 
lous about anything that might increase their taxes. 

Some principled conservatives and libertarians, articulately represented 
by the Auburn, Alabama-based Von Mises Institute under its president 
Llewellyn H. Rockwell, argue that private schools accepting vouchers will 
be captured by federal regulations. (They also object, not always as loudly, 
to any government subsidy of K-12 education at all). Paradoxically, many 
parents with children already in private schools obviously agree, although 
the NEA insists they will be the main beneficiaries of vouchers. 

The voucher movement’s fundamental and unspoken problem, how- 


ever, 1s race. Government schools in wealthy suburbs are already de facto 
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private schools—and they are de facto segregated, by class if not completely 
by race. Families who cannot afford to live in these neighborhoods cannot 
send their children to those government schools. To many suburbanites in 
these areas, vouchers just look like a new word for busing. 

Voucher advocates, naively attempting to show they are nice liberals, 
often exacerbate these secret suburban fears with publicity material featur- 
ing happy inner-city children (coming soon to your government school!). 
Conversely, the Teacher Trust, for all its much-vaunted progressivism, seems 
to have no ethical scruples against benefiting from these fears. 

Diversity is not strength, at least in this instance. It may well be that a 
perfectly rational way of delivering government services is permanently 
crippled in America because of the country’s profound demographic divi- 


sion. 


Ironically, two limited government school voucher programs have been 
operating quietly in the United States since just after the Civil War: the 
“town tuitioning” programs in Vermont and Maine. Parents living in rural 
districts that do not operate schools can send their children to public or 
nonsectarian schools, even outside of the state, at the home districts 
expense. A study by Christopher Hammond for the Milton & Rose D. 
Friedman Foundation does seem to show that schools most affected by 
town tuitioning deliver better results cheaper. But, of course, Vermont and 
Maine are both 95 percent white." 

While the Teacher Trust has its fears of vouchers bringing death, 
destruction, and famine, voucher supporters have corresponding fantasies 
of classical scholarship and dedicated students. Probably neither is likely. 
From an economic standpoint, particularly when vouchers are minimal and 
when they are limited to government schools, they represent a form of per- 
estroika—market socialism—an attempt to introduce some features of com- 
petition into a command economy, which cannot resolve its problems and 
may prove merely transitional (if we're lucky). 

Moreover, as we will see with charter schools in Chapter 11 the Teacher 
Trust is adaptable, if it has to be. It will adapt to a voucher-expanded private 
school sector. It is already adapting to the great change that has come over 


Roman Catholic schools. 
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Fifty years ago, religious schools were 90 percent staffed with nuns, 
priests, and other clerics. Today more than 80 percent of Catholic school 
teachers are laypeople. Many of them are not Catholic. They have families, 
children, bills. They demand more from their employers. 

In some places, these demands will come coupled with union repre- 
sentation. The Teacher Trust, and allied government agencies, are altering 
their policies toward religious schools. Where once they took a hands-off 
approach, they are now setting rules and plans for dealing with them. Ten 
to 15 percent of teachers in religiously affiliated schools are already organ- 
ized. In Canada, Catholic-school teacher unions are common. They engage 
in work stoppages, strikes, and other job actions. 

Recently, in New York, the federal court of appeals ruled unanimously 
that the state Employment Relations Board had the power to require 
Christ the King Regional High School in New York City to “bargain in 
good faith" with a union representing the school’s teachers. The Associ- 
ation of Catholic Elementary Educators promptly bargained a three-year 
contract with a 22 percent raise and increased benefits. The union is now 
seeking greater influence in the archdiocese of St. Louis. In northern New 
Jersey, more than 230 teachers in the Lay Faculty Association protested 
against the archdiocese. “The church has done more for social issues than 
anyone,’ said demonstrator Pat Moran, a religion teacher at Paramus 
Catholic High School. “The pope preaches it all the time. He supported 
the union in Poland. He’s a union man." 

Until now, virtually all union activity in private schools has been inde- 
pendent, or affiliated with the industrial unions, such as the Laborers Inter- 
national Union of North America (LIUNA). But if vouchers boost private 
schools, both NEA and AFT will begin to move in. 

“If they want private schools, we'll just have to organize the private 
school teachers,” said Louisiana Federation of Teachers president Fred 
Skelton. 

Vouchers are the Kryptonite of the Teacher Trust. But should they 
become inevitable, the Teacher Trust will simply fall back on its traditional 


rule: If you can't beat 'em, make 'em join. 


Going to Extremes 


Our Association—at the national, state, and local levels—is the only organization 
standing in the way of the Radical Right taking control of public education. 


—NEA president Keith Geiger, speaking to the union’s 
board of directors in December 1994 


Considering the Teacher Trust’s wide-ranging power and influence, you 
might expect them to have an equally wide range of opponents and ene- 
mies. But a thorough study of union documents and rhetoric leads to the 
conclusion that it has only one enemy: extremists. 

Who are these extremists and where can they be found? Before you go 
off searching in underground bunkers or compounds in the deep woods, 
check the mirror. YOU could be an extremist—and not even know it. 

In 1997, the Upstate New York Coalition for Democracy—a liberal 
umbrella group headquartered in the home offices of the New York State 
United Teachers and composed of twenty-one local labor, civil rights, and 
other public interest organizations including NEA New York— wanted to 
know whether there was any “extremist activity" in the Albany-Schenectady 
area. So 1t sent a seven-page survey to "organizational leadership" and "key 


membership." The survey listed, by name, about two dozen extremist groups 
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and asked which ones were a problem in the respondents’ jurisdictions. The 
list included the Aryan Nation, Ku Klux Klan, neo-Nazis, and militia 
groups. But the survey contained no questions about swastikas, cross burn- 
ings, racial incidents, hate crimes, or weapons stashes. Instead, the questions 
were about school board meetings, censorship of library books, and school 
psychological testing. 

Were neo-Nazis storming school board meetings in Albany? Well, no, 
actually. But some of the other groups on the coalition’s list of “extremists” 
nught have been causing problems: the Christian Coalition, Citizens for 
Excellence in Education, Focus on the Family, Concerned Women for 
America, the National Association of Christian Educators, and other main- 
stream conservative, religious, and family advocacy organizations. 

The coalition’s survey even named the most dreaded “extremist” group 
of all: “Taxpayers’ Association: (list specific name)" 

Belonging to such a group is enough to label you an “extremist.” But 
you can be a freelance “extremist” too. Have you ever wanted to reduce or 
curtail public funding of the arts? You're an “extremist.” Have you voted to 
defeat proposed school budgets? You're an “extremist.” Do you have prob- 
lems with the way sex education is taught in your local public school? 
You're an “extremist.” 

It suddenly becomes clear why the Coalition for Democracy limited 
the survey to leaders and key members. Too many members of its own 
rank-and-file might have had to rat themselves out. 

When Christian groups heard about the survey, they—quite natu- 
rally—were incensed at being lumped together with racists and violent 
fanatics. But coalition leaders were unapologetic. “We label them all as rad- 
ical right,” said co-chairwoman Blue Carreker. “We're saying their goals, as 
they outline them, we consider to be radical"? 

The coalition5 definition was also in keeping with Teacher Trust tradi- 
tion. The NEA Human and Civil Rights Division once warned the union’s 
board of directors of a very specific "regional extremist activity": a radical 
group was setting up “training camps” in four separate areas of Massachu- 
setts. Militia teams set to blow up a government building? No—the Chris- 
tian Coalition was teaching people “how to run for office and influence 
public policy.” 

The fiends! 
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According to the NEA, the “Radical Right” includes “free-market con- 
servatives, antigovernment and anti-union ideologues, and religious funda- 
mentalists with a political agenda"? But that's hardly a comprehensive list. 
For example, if white parents want the famous lesbian-nontraditional- 
family apologia Heather Has Tivo Mommies removed from the elementary 
school library, they are extremists. However, if African American parents 
want Huckleberry Finn removed from the elementary school reading list for 
offensive language, they are not extremists. But if those African American 
parents hold a rally in support of school choice—well then, they are 
extremists after all! 

Thomas Toch, author of In the Name of Excellence: The Struggle to Reform 
the Nation’s Schools, Why It’s Failing, and What Should Be Done, probably didn’t 
know he was an “extremist” in 1996 when he wrote a U.S. News & World 
Report cover story critical of the NEA.?' But he found out. He was inun- 
dated with angry letters from union officials. The NEA Human and Civil 
Rights Division reported the letter-writing campaign to the board of direc- 
tors under the heading “Strategic Association Responses to Extremism.” 

Tennessee state legislators probably didn’t know they were “extremists” 
in 1996 when they introduced a bill to add two additional seats for parents 
on the state textbook commission. The Tennessee Education Association 
was instrumental in getting the bill killed. The bill was reported to the NEA 
board as one of that year’s “Attacks on Public Education by Region.” 

Parents are one of two groups most likely to be “extremists.” School 
board candidates are the other. One NEA document warns local union 


activists: 


The formation of “concerned parents” groups, and the attendance 
of leaders of such a group at board meetings, for example, usually 


signal a possible censorship attempt.””” 


At one union workshop on the Radical Right, an Ohio Education Associ- 
ation official described the “warning signs” exhibited by one school board 
member that indicated “extremism.” “He had a low profile in the commu- 
nity, refused to undergo the union’s candidate screenings, and educated his 
children at home,” the official said.?” 

What can possibly be motivating so many mild-mannered, low-profile 


citizens to take up “extremism”? In the NEA’s mind, there are three factors: 
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money; racism; religious intolerance. Indeed, according to the NEA’ 
Human and Civil Rights Division, the problems in public schools have 
been created out of whole cloth by “extremists” in order to generate funds 
for their crusade against public education. As the division reported to the 
NEA board of directors in May 1996, 


In the current reality of public education- and NEA-bashing, a 
manufactured crisis occurs at the same time that extremists mobi- 
lize followers, collect money, and divert the public’s attention from 
the real issues in education. In the current reality, those who man- 
ufacture and profit from the crisis are one and the same; the money 


of the duped public is what goes down the hole. 


Once the “extremists” have siphoned off the public’s cash for a phony 
campaign, they then refuse to part with any of it in taxes to keep the schools 
running. 

“The people who argue that ‘money makes no difference’ are—it’s just 
this simple—‘greed kings and queens, ” wrote Lois Tinson, then-president 
of the California Teachers Association in 1996. “They resent having to 
repay American society for the blessings it has given them. They resent pay- 
ing for the education of children who are not their own. Those nay-sayers 
are willing to see America suffocate and decline—to see our nation’s future 
and our children’s futures atrophy—yjust to save themselves a few bucks on 
their annual tax bills"? 

But these extremist greed kings and queens aren't even satisfied with 
their ill-gotten gains and their tax dodges. They also want that cold cash that 
flows through the public school system." Their major motive is money. They 
want a big chunk of the $600 billion spent on public education each year,” 
wrote Tinson’s successor as CTA president, Wayne Johnson." They are creat- 
ing the myth of public school failure for their own greedy self-interest.” 

New Jersey Education Association president Michael Johnson agrees. 
“The bad press surrounding our schools and the quality of those employed 
within them is nothing other than a tactic to create an atmosphere con- 
ducive to the corporate takeover of public schools and siphoning off the 
money used to fund them,” he said. 

The second factor that the NEA thinks motivates anti-education 


“extremists” is racism. According to the NEA, there is no difference 
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between today’s conservatives supporting vouchers and segregationists bar- 


ring the schoolhouse doors. As a 1996 NEA issue brief put it. 


The ultimate aim of the extreme right is the destruction of public 
education in America. Their roots go back at least 40 years to the 
1954 Brown v. Board of Education school desegregation decision. 
Then right wing segregationists called for tuition tax credits to pay 
for white stucent attendance at private segregated academies. Now 
they promote tuition vouchers to pay for any student to attend a 


religious or other private school at taxpayer expense. 


Understand that the NEA is not saying that segregationists and conser- 
vatives share similar ideas. The union is saying they are the same movement. 


As the brief continues, 


What differentiates the right wing today from 40 years ago is its 
size, its Organization, and its status. What was then a scattered 
assortment of religious zealots and blatantly racist hate groups has 
become a politically adroit, well-organized network of activist 
organizations, think tanks, and private foundations that operate 
both nationally and at the grassroots. From the Christian Coalition 
to Focus on the Family, from the Bradley Foundation to the Amer- 
ican Enterprise Institute, today’s ultraconservatives have political 
clout and the ear of top elected officials, policy makers, and the 


media 2096 


The third factor motivating “extremism,” in the NEA’s opinion, is reli- 
gious intolerance. Not only do the “extremists” want their own sectarian 
views taught in the public schools, but also they actually want to overthrow 


democracy and establish a theocracy in America, based on biblical law. 
The NEA brief tells it like it is: 


These groups tout their Americanism while seeking to impose 
their narrow religious and political values on the country. Intent 
on indoctrinating children with their views, they’ve launched a 
concerted and broad-based crusade to discredit the National Edu- 
cation Association and dismantle America’s system of public 


schools. They seek to control public education or to replace it with 
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private and sectarian schools. Radical right extremists are attempt- 
ing to impose a rigid and narrow curriculum that mirrors their 
values, inculcates fundamentalist Christianity, and devalues people 
who are poor, people of color, and people who are in any way dif- 


ferent from them.” 


The NEA raises the specter of a New World Order in which Christian 
ayatollahs run a rigid, thought-controlled nation. In the words of one NEA 
handbook: 


The overriding goal of the radical right 1s to impose a new politi- 
cal, social, and religious order on the nation. The ideal New Amer- 
ica, for the radical right, would be one in which citizens 
conformed to the right-wing views on everything from foreign 
policy and constitutional interpretations to the selection of text- 
books in our classrooms. Unfortunately for the extremist point of 
view, free public education provides a strong defense against the 
frantic propaganda and name calling that forms the core of right- 


wing assaults on the American consciousness. "^? 


Whth these horrible extremist monsters out there set to steal away your 
freedoms, what power can stand in their way? It can only be—hooray!— 
the Teacher Trust! 

And they are happy to supply whatever funds, resources, and manpower 
is necessary to wipe this scourge from the face of the earth. 

The NEAS budget contains funds for the unions various strategic activi- 
ties, one of which is to assist its affiliates in countering attacks on public educa- 
tion. In 1997—1998, the NEA budgeted $422,303 to “monitor and analyze 
forces undermining public education (including laws, contracts, and proposals 
relating to charter schools, vouchers, corporate takeovers, and subcontract- 
ing)"; $456,600 to “maintain a clearinghouse of information on extremist 
groups/individuals and organizations working to dismantle public education"; 
and $783,180 to “develop and provide workshops, training and conferences to 
leaders and staff on barriers and threats to public education (1.e., vouchers, sub- 
contracting, sexual harassment, gender equity and sexual orientation). 

This funding, supplemented by similar line-items in the budgets of the 


union’s state and local affiliates, generates a blizzard of studies, handbooks, 
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flyers, pamphlets, and assorted documents on the threat posed to public 
education by radical right-wing “extremists.” It appears that if a union 
staffer isn’t too busy, he or she is immediately put to work producing an 
anti-"extremist" handbook. 

The Arizona Education Association has published Primer on the Extrem- 
ist Attacks on Public Education, which described the perceived goals of 
extremist groups, the terms and “buzz words” they use, along with infor- 
mation about their leaders. 

The California Teachers Association has published a fifty-page booklet 
with the same title, which also included sample questions for school board 
candidates—presumably to reveal the “extremists,” the way their lack of a 
reflection in the mirror will expose a vampire. 

The Michigan Education Association published a thirty-four-page 
booklet, Michigan— The Far Rights New Frontier. It described Far Right tac- 
tics such as name-calling, scapegoating, exploiting religion and patriotism, 
preying on minorities, threatening, and—my personal favorite—  demand- 
ing information immediately." 

And the Florida, Nevada, Texas, and Washington state affiliates of the 
NEA have also each produced their own extremist handbook. 

The state affiliates then pass this agitprop down to the neighborhood 
level in the form of training and workshops for local presidents and for the 
rank and file. The NEA Governmental Relations unit has produced “A 
Checklist for Contending with Right-Wing Extremism,” designed to keep 
union minutemen ever vigilant. “Does your local Association newsletter 
periodically inform members about the radical right, including its strategies 
and activities affecting public schools?" it asks. “Is there an Association com- 
mittee or task force that has the responsibility for monitoring far right 
activities? Does your Association have an action plan for dealing with the 
radical right?" 

All this heated rhetoric has a practical purpose: It energizes the local 
base to work hard for union initiatives and support union-backed candi- 
dates in school board races. At virtually every state-organized union con- 
ference there is at least one workshop, session, or seminar dedicated to the 
extremist threat—especially as it relates to local school elections. In one 
nine-month period in 1995, the California Teachers Association held six 


separate workshops with titles such as “Extremist Attacks on Public 
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Education,” ^Extremists—School Board Elections,’ and “The Politics of 
the Far Right.” 

In 1995, the CTA also provided a rare look inside its “extremist cadre 
training” program by publishing an account of a workshop held in Sacra- 
mento. Attendees were divided into various teams for a training exercise. 
Some were assigned the roles of union leaders, others were school board 
trustees, some really unfortunate ones were the press, and so on. A mock 
school board meeting was held in which the main item on the agenda was 
the establishment of a charter school in the district. The union team was 
given the job of foiling it. 

Why? “The idea was to present a dramatized picture of the overall goals 
and strategies being employed by extremist groups in their effort to use 
charter schools as a vehicle for taking over the public schools,’ the union 
newsletter explained. “Extremist factions see the state’s charter schools act 
as a way to free the schools from all external regulations.” 

The role-playing was even further over-the-top than the premise. One 
union trainer was assigned the role of the “Reverend Barry Farright,’ 
whose first action was to admonish the school board and the audience for 
holding a meeting on Sunday morning.” 

There 1s a limit to the effectiveness of fear-mongering, however. The 
Edmonds Education Association in Washington State evaluated its "extrem- 
ist" training this way: "Unfortunately, not enough teachers recognize the 
danger the Far Right poses to public education. In addition, teachers have 
a limited amount of time and lack the interest to expose the threat from the 
Far Right”? 

Yep, teaching kids math and history sure eats into the workday. 

Much of the NEAS5 information on “extremists” is gathered through 
normal research. But it does extend itself to gather information first- 
hand—both overtly and covertly. NEA staffers are a fixture at school 
choice conferences and other meetings of the conservative education 
reform crowd. They don't advertise their presence, but they don't go out 
of their way to hide it, either. NEA staff and elected officials are also 
known to frequent large meetings of the Christian Coalition and Con- 
cerned Women for America without identifying themselves by affiliation. 
When union officials can’t or won’t attend such events, they can still 


receive a secondhand account from liberal organizations such as People 
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for the American Way, who attend conservative gatherings as a matter of 
course. 

Sometimes even these outings fail to provide enough information, so 
the unions may resort to more clandestine means of intelligence gathering. 
At one Ohio workshop, a union official called on attendees to join conser- 
vative Christian groups for the sole purpose of keeping tabs on their activ- 
ities. "The thing they fear most is exposure," said Michael Billirakis, the 
president of the Ohio Education Association. “You are not doing them any 
individual harm—you are doing what's right?!" 

Poppy DeMarco Dennis, a union activist who won an award from the 
California Teachers Association for her work fighting “extremist” groups, 
described the tactics her organization, something called the Community 


Coalition Network (CCN), used to gather information: 


CCN read news articles; attended Far Right rallies; and obtained 
materials from “Christian” bookstores, radio stations, and newspapers. 
CCN found that the Far Right was more open about their agenda 
when talking to their own people. CCN members traveled with small 


recorders and taped Far Right representatives in public meetings: "^" 


But perhaps these subtle methods are best left to union representatives 
at the local level, for use in local school board elections and the like. When 
the NEA tried to use its research on “extremists” in a grand, well-publicized 
way at the national level, it was ridiculed and humiliated. 

The NEA was troubled, as we have seen, by the initial overwhelming 
support among its own members for Proposition 226, the Paycheck Pro- 
tection initiative in California. Proposition 226 was ultimately defeated by 
a seven-point margin in March 1998. But getting to that victory cost the 
union a lot of money, including that $500,000 spent on the internal cam- 
paign to persuade its own members to vote against it. 

There was no denying, of course, that the Paycheck Protection initia- 
tive was put together and financed by political conservatives. But that 
wasn’t quite enough for the NEA to ensure that future initiatives, above all 
ones that put the union in a defensive posture and required internal lobby- 
ing, would be kept off the ballot. NEA officials had to show that the forces 
aligned against them were so wealthy and powerful that union members 


must stand as one to oppose them. So the NEA put together a task force, 
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hired a consultant, and published an investigative report that purported to 
expose the “conspiracy.” 

Naturally, the NEA reached its conclusion first, then marshaled the evi- 
dence to support it. The groundwork for the report and the reasons behind 
it were laid even before the election was held. In December 1997, NEA 
executive director Don Cameron and general counsel Bob Chanin deliv- 
ered a presentation to the NEA Board of Directors about the union's oppo- 
nents. They told the directors that a "far-right ultra-conservative wing of 
the Republican Party as well as a number of extreme right organizations 
and think tanks" were coordinating the attacks on public education. 
Cameron said the union would continue to monitor the attacks and act 
proactively." 

NEA s organs alerted local affiliate leaders to the effort.“Stopping these 
attacks against us won't be easy,’ wrote NEA Now! editor Steve Lemken in 
January 1998. “Understand, the people and organizations behind these 
attacks run a very tight, closely coordinated ship. They are smart and keep 
on task. They can tap into huge warchests to distort our positions and then 
make us spend our limited resources defending against their distortions.”*"* 

Soon after the Paycheck Protection initiative was defeated, Bob Chase 
telegraphed the NEA’s intent. “One of the things that is evident from the 
campaign against Proposition 226 is that there exists a vast and well-funded 
national network of organizations that are coordinating a campaign to 
undermine public education and other parts of our social fabric,’ Chase 
said. "These groups are intent upon forcing their agenda on the country, 
and apparently they believe their first step is to eliminate the ability of 
unions to speak out on behalf of the average American.”*” 

All the pieces were now in place for the NEA to unveil its conspiracy 
theory and lead its members to the obvious righteous response. 

Dr. Daniel Pipes, a scholar on the Middle East and an expert on the 
role conspiracy theories plays in world affairs, describes the process this 
way: 


The theories usually contain three basic elements—a powerful, 
evil, and clandestine group that aspires to global hegemony; dupes 
and agents who extend the group’s influence around the world so 
that it is on the verge of succeeding; and a valiant but embattled 


group that urgently needs help to stave off catastrophe.”! 
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On October 1, 1998, the NEA held a press conference in Washington, 
D.C., to launch The Real Story Behind ‘Paycheck Protection'— The Hidden 
Link Between Anti-Worker and Anti-Public Education Initiatives: An Anatomy of 
the Far Right. The title was a little clunky. But the report contained all of Dr. 
Pipes’s elements. The powerful, evil, clandestine group was the conservative 
network. Although the NEA report didn’t capitalize the term, it made clear 
that this was an exclusive and permanent group, and not a series of tempo- 
rary alliances organized around single issues. The network, the report 
claimed, was headed by seven wealthy and powerful individuals: John Wal- 
ton, J. Patrick Rooney, Richard Mellon Scaife, James R. Leininger, Howard 
Ahmanson Jr., Grover Norquist, and Bob Williams. The dupes and agents 
who did the network’s bidding were the various think tanks affiliated with 
the State Policy Network, a coalition of conservative state-based policy 
institutes. And the valiant but embattled group was... the NEA. 

The report is replete with classic conspiracy imagery. There is the standard 
“conspiracy flow chart” straight out of John Birch Society literature, revealing 
the tangled web of interactions among various segments of the conservative 
network. The NEA compared the network to a single body, assigning differ- 
ent organizations the various body parts. The Council for National Policy was 
deemed to be the nervous system, the Heritage Foundation was the head, the 
American Legislative Exchange Council was the skeleton, the Religious 
Right was the heart, and the State Policy Network was the arms and legs. 
Then, for some reason, the NEA abandoned its image of the conservative con- 
spiracy as a body. Instead, it dubbed ultraconservative foundations as “the 
energy” instead of the stomach. For weeks after the report was released, amused 
conservatives discussed their nominations for the conspiracy’s “left buttock.” 

The NEA study also noted that corporate support for Proposition 226 
came from FedEx, Bristol-Myers, GEICO, USAA Insurance—and Out- 
back Steakhouse. Like any good conservative body, the network apparently 
subsists on red meat. 


The report concluded: 


With the funding and influence of the NEA and other progressive 
groups eliminated or severely curtailed [by Paycheck Protection], 


leaders of the conservative network would be free to pursue their 
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agenda. And that agenda is hostile to public education. If allowed to 
continue, this state-by-state assault would severely limit the effec- 
tiveness of the NEA and its affihates in their pro-education efforts 


throughout the United States. [Emphasis added]*"” 


Er—what exactly do they mean, “if allowed to continue"? 

The members of the conservative network did indeed have something 
important in common: they were all conservative. Many of them knew 
each other through conferences, correspondence, and publications 
exchanges. Some of them even worked together on particular issues. But 
the idea that they were being coordinated was met with great merriment 
among liberals and conservatives alike. The Christian Coalition may sup- 
port vouchers, but it doesn’t care about paycheck protection. The report 
claims that the National Right to Work Legal Defense Foundation “has 
taken an active role around the country by supplying the legal muscle for 
‘paycheck protection’ drives.”*'* But the National Right to Work organiza- 
tion in fact opposes Paycheck Protection initiatives because it feels they 
divert attention from its own issue: compulsory payment of fees to the 
union by nonmembers. 

Messrs. Walton, Rooney, Scaife, Ahmanson, and Leininger are all 
wealthy conservatives who donate heavily to conservative causes, particu- 
larly school vouchers. But the NEA report presented no evidence that these 
men even knew each other, much less coordinate. Grover Norquist, head of 
Americans for Tax Reform, is an influential activist, but his organization has 
a staff of six, and he has no independent wealth. Bob Williams, head of the 
Evergreen Freedom Foundation (EFF) in Washington State, is most mis- 
placed of all. Williams is a dedicated man, best known for catching the Wash- 
ington Education Association every couple of years breaking the states 
campaign finance reporting laws. He is not, however, one of the seven most 
powerful men in the conservative universe. The NEA report itself noted that 
Williams made less than $50,000 from his work at EFF in 1997. 

The report was also strangely padded. The section of "selected biogra- 
phies" includes people who have nothing to do with paycheck protection, 
vouchers, or even education. Examples: Elaine Donnelly, president of the 
Center for Military Readiness; John Lenczowski, founder and director of 
the Institute of World Politics; Jim Martin, president of the Sixty Plus Asso- 
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ciation; evangelist Austin Miles (who, the report tells us, used to be a circus 
ringmaster); Stanley Monteith, a retired orthopedic surgeon who publishes 
a small newsletter entitled HIV Watch (the report tells us his wife’s name is 
Barbara); Lynda Scribante, appointee to the President’s Commission of 
Medical and Bio Medical Ethics; concert pianist Balint Vazsonyi. 

For good measure, the report threw in bios of Lt. Col. Oliver North 
and Gen. John K. Singlaub, presumably insinuating that paycheck protec- 
tion is a well-hidden subplot to the Iran-Contra affair. 

But the most bizarre aspect of NEA’s conspiracy report was that its pri- 
mary author, Robert L. “Bobby” Watson, had done something no member 
of the conservative network had ever done. He had pleaded guilty to— 
believe or not—conspiracy. 

Watson has a long and colorful history in the political world. In 1992, 
as a top aide to Senator Chuck Robb of Virginia, Watson worked to deflect 
inquiries into Robb’s alleged sexual peccadilloes. Watson and Robb’s chief 
of staff, David McCloud, blamed the rumors on then-Governor Douglas 
Wilder, Robb’s political foe. To prove their theory, Watson and McCloud 
released a transcript of a conversation taped from Wilder’s cellular phone. 
Of course, recording and/or disseminating other people’s phone calls with- 
out their permission is illegal. Watson pleaded guilty to conspiracy and was 
fined the maximum $10,000. 

“In a sane world, McCloud and Watson would have been forced to 
slink out of town and get real jobs following their disgrace in the Robb 
scandal. Instead, it seemed to mark a stepping-stone in their careers,’ wrote 
John Stauber and Sheldon Rampton for the newsletter PR Watch.^"? 

But later that year, Watson was hired by the NEA as a “senior political 
strategist.’ He became a member of the union’s Clinton-Gore “rapid 
response” team during the 1992 campaign. In January 1994, Watson took 
leave from the NEA and was hired as deputy executive director of the 
Democratic National Committee. That spring, Watson was assigned the job 
of linking the taxpayer-funded White House database with the DNC'5 
donor database. 

In November 1994, Watson was named DNC chief of staff. The New 
Republic called Watson’s appointment an example of “recycling disgraced 
hacks who typify insider sleaze.”*”? In 1995, he was named DNC executive 
director and attended one of the celebrated White House “coffees” — 
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get-togethers meant to connect high-dollar Democratic donors with the 
President. 

In 1996, Watson left the DNC to join the State Affairs Company, a 
powerful Beltway lobbying group. The company created a political money 
watchdog group called Contributions Watch. Contributions Watch released 
a report on the amount of money trial lawyers donate to federal candidates. 
But the group didn’t reveal that Philip Morris Companies—a major backer 
of tort reform—funded its study. Left-wing reporter Ken Silverstein 
exposed this and called Watson a “notoriously dirty hitter.” 

While Watson’s background didn’t make it into press coverage of the 
NEA study, reporters were generally dismissive. About the kindest remarks 
it received were from Associated Press reporter Robert Greene, who con- 
cluded: “But if there is evidence, other than by association, that supporters 
of dues restrictions are motivated by a desire to dismantle public schools, it 
was not clearly laid out in the NEA’s new 144-page booklet.” 

Members of the conservative network reacted with varying degrees of 
humor or annoyance. “It’s a great address book for funding sources,’ said 
Maureen Blum of the Institute of Justice, to which Claremont Institute 
president Larry Arnn added, “To have the bad opinion of the National 
Education Association is a badge of honor?" The Calvert Institute for Pol- 
icy Research in Maryland called the report “an exercise riddled with errors 
and downright idiocy.” 

Katrina vanden Heuvel of the very liberal The Nation magazine has 
argued that the Left should actually emulate the Right. 

“With the different pieces in place (labor commitment, expertise, local 
coalitions), now is the time to build the progressive equivalent of the Chris- 
tian Coalition,” she wrote, adding that such a group could train people to 
run for office, introduce ballot initiatives, “and build a network of talk- 
show guests and pundits with a coordinated message.” 


Sounds conspiratorial to me. 


10 


Gaijin 


You cannot hope to bribe or twist, 

Thank God, the British |read: education] journalist. 
But, seeing what the man will do 
Unbribed, there’s no occasion to. 


—Humbert Wolfe 


The Japanese word gaijin literally means “foreigner,” but it has a mildly 
pejorative undertone, somewhat less so than the Mexican term “gringo.” 
Westerners who have lived in Japan, even those who speak the language 
fluently and have immersed themselves in the country’s culture, are very 
aware that they are always gaijin. There are many aspects of Japanese society 
that Westerners simply don’t understand . . . partially because those aspects 
are designed specifically not to be understood by Westerners. So it is with 
the mainstream press and the Teacher Trust. 

On those rare occasions when reporters do cover the teacher unions, 
they find themselves overwhelmed by the arcane and incomprehensible, 
much the way a Westerner might feel while watching a kabuki perform- 
ance. They have little understanding of the interrelationships of the various 


levels of the unions, little understanding of the interrelationships between 
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union management and staff, and little understanding of the unions’ mis- 
sion. Consequently, reporters’ perceptions are often tinted by the ever- 
helpful union communications people. These are more than happy to 
explain every little detail to reporters—well, at least the details that portray 
the unions in a positive light. 

A Public Agenda survey for the Education Writers Association found 
that 81 percent of reporters concur that they are too dependent on school 
officials for information. When it comes to reporting on the Teacher Trust, 
that problem is much worse. 

Many NEA and AFT affiliates give out awards to newspapers and other 
media outlets for their coverage of public education. Often these awards are 
accompanied by banquets and ceremonies. The winners even boast of their 
accomplishments in their own outlets. But, unsurprisingly, the stories that 
win awards from the teacher unions are the most uncritical. The Dallas 
Morning News, for example, won three awards from the Texas State Teach- 
ers Association, one of which was about a trip by area teachers to the state 
capital “to lobby for money for teacher raises" ^^^ It’s hard to think of 
another area where newspapers would brag about awards received from the 
people they are supposed to be covering. 

At other times, the gaijin of the press simply get the story wrong. In 
1998, coverage of the proposed merger between the NEA and AFT was 
dreadful. In January 1998, the New York Times ran a headline that read, "Two 
Largest Teachers Unions Announce Preliminary Merger,’ even though the 
vote was six months away.^? No one reported that the merger plan was in 
trouble as early as April. The Associated Press reported in May that “Teacher 
Unions Merger Moves Ahead"—on the very day that delegates in the 
Michigan Education Association, one of the NEA’s largest affiliates, were 
voting to oppose the plan and to spend money to defeat it. 

You had to go to the left-wing Z Magazine to find any sense of the 
internal divisions on the merger—which, needing a two-thirds majority, 
was ultimately defeated when it generated only 42 percent of the vote. 

“It’s clear that there is a huge gap between the national leaders and the 
rank and file,” Illinois Education Association president Bob Haisman told Z 
Magazine reporter Rich Gibson. "They grossly overestimated their poten- 
tial votes. They worked this for years, yet had no idea that they would be so 
completely defeated 226 
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Nothing like this appeared in the mainstream press. 

Nor was the merger story unique. In 2000, NEA delegates voted to 
strengthen their policy against any form of merit pay for teachers. The Asso- 
ciated Press, however, reported:" The nation’s largest teacher union took a step 
closer Wednesday to ending its century-old resistance to paying teachers for 
performance, instead of just seniority.” Newspapers all across the country 
ran the AP story and then editorialized based on its erroneous conclusions. 

Press coverage of the teacher unions also suffers from a unique disad- 
vantage: those assigned to the beat are usually education reporters. They 
have very little exposure to labor issues. This enables the Teacher Trust to 
present every issue and controversy as part of its effort to promote quality 
public education, rather than to extract more from the taxpayer. 

The distinction between normal coverage of organized labor and that 
of the NEA and AFT has become stark if you think about it this way: 

Imagine International Brotherhood of Teamsters president Jimmy 
Hofta Jr. holding a press conference and announcing a far-reaching plan for 
reforming the U.S. transportation system. 

“Trucks are getting too large for one driver to handle,’ Hoffa might 
say. "With the increases in commuter traffic and the higher speeds now 
allowed in many states, it is simply too dangerous to assume that one per- 
son can handle today’s big rigs.’ He might then propose a federal law lim- 
iting the size and capacity of trucks, and another requiring that any trucker 
sent on a trip expected to take more than six hours have a relief driver ride 
along with him or her, for safety. 

Or imagine William Daniels, the president of the Screen Actors Guild, 
telling reporters that it was unfair for Leonardo DiCaprio to make $20 mil- 
lion for an acting job, particularly since he has much less experience than, 
say, Martin Landau. And firing bad actors would have to stop. "How can 
producers or directors judge a performance when they've never acted in 
their lives?" he might say. “Bad actors merely need added assistance from 
their peers." 

Whatever the merits of Hoffa’s and Daniels’s plans, we would expect 
journalists to be skeptical of them, particularly since the solutions seem to 
serve the union at the expense of the public—perhaps even at the expense 
of the rank-and-file union member. 


Yet when NEA officials propose massive federal subsidies to reduce 
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class size, or increasing teacher salaries to attract “the best and the bright- 
est, there is very little skepticism because they're, well, teachers. And as 
such they receive the benefit of the doubt—to an extent that makes indus- 
trial union officials green with envy. 

For twenty-five years the federal government has regarded the INEA as 
a labor union. The filing requirements placed on the NEA by the Internal 
Revenue Service and the U.S. Department of Labor are identical to those 
placed on the Teamsters, the United Auto Workers, or the International 
Brotherhood of Electrical Workers. But, even internally, the NEA refers to 
itself as “the Association.” And it greatly downplays its union status when 
dealing with the media. 

This spin has been so successful that many NEA members themselves 
don’t realize they belong to a labor union. From November 30 to Decem- 
ber 2, 1998, the Alabama Education Association polled its members on a 
large number of questions, including whether they thought NEA was “‘part 
of organized labor and the labor movement.” Forty-nine percent of those 
surveyed said yes, but 39 percent said no. When asked what description fit 
the NEA best, only 5 percent said “a labor union.” By far the largest 
group—48 percent—-said “a professional association.’ 

During the 1960s, the NEA had great difficulty competing with the 
American Federation of Teachers in collective bargaining elections pre- 
cisely because the NEA was a professional association and not a labor 
union. It went through a painful transition and much internal upheaval to 
become a labor union by the mid-1970s. Why wouldn’t the NEA trumpet 
its unionism to the press and the world? 

One look at public opinion surveys answers that question. In 1995, the 
California Teachers Association commissioned a poll and found that 85 
percent of the public had a favorable impression of teachers. When asked 
about teacher unions, the number with a favorable impression dropped to 
48 percent.^? 

In a November 1999 Gallup Poll, those surveyed were asked to rate the 
honesty and ethical standards of people in forty-five professions. Nurses and 
other medical professionals took the top four slots, but grade and high 
school teachers came in fifth, with 57 percent of respondents rating them 
high or very high. Clergy, judges, and police officers all trailed them. By 
contrast, labor union leaders ranked thirtieth of the forty-five, with only 17 
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percent rating them high or very high. (Of course, this poll can’t be 
regarded as definitive. Journalists came in nineteenth.) 

Given these results, which of the two words in the term “teacher 
union” would you emphasize? 

Since labor unions have such a negative public image, it’s important for 
the NEA to identify itself with other institutions that are more popular. Its 


solution: emphasize the formula 
NEA = teachers = public education = American democracy 


Oppose the first item and you oppose them all. Conversely, the NEA, by 
defending itself, is defending teachers, public education, and American 
democracy. 

The problem, in the NEAS opinion, is that the American people are 
just not getting it. And so, like that algebra teacher you hated so much in high 
school, the union is going to keep drilling us and drilling us until we get it 
through our thick heads. 

The NEAS; self-image and its media strategies for publicizing it are illus- 
trated in the union’s 1997 booklet, entitled Do You See What I’m Saying? 
Using Message to Reconnect with the Public. 

NEA officials aren’t stupid. They do recognize that they and the public 
are "disconnected." What they're unable to come to grips with is that it has 
anything to do with INEA policies or operations. They believe they simply 
have fallen victim to definition by others. They just need a proper public 
relations campaign to straighten 1t all out. 

Or, as the NEA S booklet explains: “Any American when asked about 
NEA should be able to readily answer, ‘It’s that group working to enhance 
school quality and prepare students for jobs of the future’ "^? 
Oh—that group! 

The booklet goes on: 


Most people are too preoccupied with soccer schedules or the latest 
scrap with their boss to think too long or hard about the structure of 
schools, the forces affecting the lives of children, or the relationship of 
education to the future. We fall so deeply into the trap of wanting to 
educate people that we've come to believe it’s condescending to be 


simple and direct. It’s not. Somebody is going to simplify the issues, 
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Rush Limbaugh, Forbes magazine [say it ain't so!|, or the Concerned 
Women of America. Our critics have a strong motivation to define the 
issues and us. And most in the media do not think critically about the 


"analyses" of anti-public education commentators or politicians.” 


Well, how do these critics win over the public? Easy, the NEA tells us. 


Because ranting wins out over reasoning. 


Most Association advocates build their arguments around reason. 
We are used to arguing a case in a hearing, lobbying a state legisla- 
tor, or making a case before the school board. We can't expect 
those same arguments to prevail when people aren't engaged. And 
we can't expect rational arguments to prevail when public school 
critics appeal to the emotions with concepts like "choice" versus 
"the failed Soviet-style centralized bureaucracy" [What's emo- 
tional about that?] When we try to counter with an explanation of 
how the public schools aren't a monopoly, that public schools have 
a wide diversity of choices and options among the 15,000 school 
districts, etc., we've lost the battle—because we're not talking 
about our issues, such as public school success, economic opportu- 


nity, or local control through elected school boards.^' 


In fact, of course, the NEA is the undisputed heavyweight champion of 
the emotional appeal. It doesn't even seem to realize that it does it. Thus the 


booklet goes on: 


We must define ourselves both in terms of what we're for and what 
the alternatives are by drawing stark contrasts. For example, the 
Association supports democratic control of public schools, high 
standards for students, and expanding choices for parents within 
the public schools. Voucher advocates want to throw education 
decisions into the marketplace where it's “get it while you can" and 


“let the buyer beware"??? 


Ah-——"stark contrasts.” “Get it while you can.” Makes all the difference. 
Typical of centralized organizations, the NEA is reluctant to let its 
activists ad lib—curiously similar to the Soviet Army’s notorious reluctance 
to give its frontline commanders tactical freedom.The union has perfected 


the art of “talking points.” Long hours are spent ginning up guidelines for 
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any topic that may arise with the press, the public, or the members them- 


selves. The booklet explains: 


With everything in their day, we can’t count on reporters giving a 
lot of thought to our latest opinion. We must talk about a narrowly 
focused range of topics—children, quality, and the future—to get 


the kind of repetition necessary to leave the impression we want.^? 


Talking points work on NEA members as well as on the press. In 
March 1999, the National Right to Work Committee sent e-mails to Cal- 
ifornia teachers pointing out that they did not have to join the union but 
could stay out and just pay agency fees. (This option 1s known to labor law 
cognoscenti as “Beck rights," after the Supreme Court decision guarantee- 
ing them in the private sector, parallel to Abood in the public sector). Evi- 
dently the campaign was effective enough to prompt many teachers to 
question the CTA about agency fees. 

The CTA sprang into action. It produced “Talking Points in Response 
to the National Right to Work Committee” and distributed them to all its 
local affiliates. 

“Once again, the National Right to Work Committee is soliciting 
members of the California Teachers Association to drop out of the union or 
become agency fee payers,” the notice began. “This time, their anti-union 
rhetoric is showing up as unsolicited e-mail. If issues raised in this e-mail 
come up In your area, consider these responses.” 

The handout then listed five responses to give to members asking 
about Beck rights. The first response was, guess what: “The National Right 
to Work Committee is an extremist group that is aligned with other con- 
servative groups in America that have promoted private school tuition 
vouchers." 

Ordinary people manage to deal successfully with all sorts of questions 
without talking points. But NEA doctrine is that the lack of talking points 
can lead to blunders. 

"Sometimes we can be our own worst enemy,’ the NEA Do You See What 
I'm Saying? booklet says. “We feel uncomfortable when someone raises an 
issue to which there is no good argument—or isn't answered directly within 
the context of our message box. When you have a message and stick to it, 
you're less likely to say things that can be taken out of context.” 


The union believes this so fervently that they take it to ridiculous 
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extremes. The Washington Education Association handout entitled “Han- 
dling Media and Public Attention” gave this advice to local officials and 
staff faced with a member accused of sexually abusing a student: “The way 
we handle things in a crisis determines not only our public image, but can 
also affect the way future allegations are handled and perceived. It also 
establishes our ability to positively affect the media in other situations.” 


The WEA handout suggests that activists 


acknowledge the seriousness of the event and put the association 
on the “right side” of the issue. If the association and/or the school 
district has conducted any training or provided any other positive 
programs aimed at helping education employees and/or students 
deal with the issue of sexual abuse, emphasize the success of those 
programs. Sometimes, a negative issue can result in some positive 
publicity for the good things that are going on related to the issue 


of abuse.^? 


But you never know. Maybe the NEA is right to stop its operatives 
shooting from the hip. In September 1999, the Pilchuck UniServ Council, 
affiliated with the Washington Education Association, published a story in 
its Board Report, which was posted on the Sultan Education Association’s 
web page, with a rather impolitic headline: “When in Doubt, Shred!” 

The item read: “This advice comes from WEA attorney Jerry Painter, 
as he discussed WEA’s Retention/Destruction Policy for anyone who han- 
dles WEA documents. Presidents of locals, councils, staff, etc., will all be 
receiving copies of the new policy regarding how long to retain specific 
types of documents.” 

The Evergreen Freedom Foundation, engaged as usual in litigation 
against WEA, found the story very interesting and disseminated it through- 
out the state. The union’s response was remarkable even by its own stan- 
dards. The Sultan Education Association simply removed it from its web 
site, not the Board Report, but just the offending item. Visitors who went 
to the web page to read the Board Report were treated to a large white 
space where the shredding story had been. 

Since the NEA can be so clumsy in its public relations, how has it man- 
aged to shield itself from the type of press scrutiny that dogs unions like the 
Teamsters and LIUNA? 


The answer: sheer decibels. Both teacher unions scream so much when 
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they get bad press that it really does deter the type of investigative report- 
ing that might cause problems. 

Every journalist who has written less-than-flattering articles about the 
Teacher Trust has stories about what happened next. Then-NEA president 
Keith Geiger wrote an extraordinarily violent response to Thomas Toch’s 
U.S. News & World Report NEA cover story that began: ““Tabloid-style jour- 
nalism stooped to a new low . . .” Geiger went on to call Toch’s story “the 
journalistic equivalent of a drive-by shooting: indiscriminate, inaccurate, 
and destructive. "^^ 

Geiger also informed the editors of U.S. News: “Over the last year, a 
new wave of scholars and journalists has been reporting not about the ‘cri- 
sis’ in public education, but about the renaissance.” 

For those of you who missed that particular renaissance, Geiger’s letter 
appeared in March 1996. 

The NEA urged its activists to respond not only to the magazine's edi- 
tors, but also to the U.S. News Education Program—a project to sell maga- 
zines at a discounted rate to teachers for their use in the classroom. And 
activists were given an extensive set of—needless to say—talking points to 
use if parents and taxpayers confronted them with the article’s conclusions. 


A sample: 


€ “The US. News article’s authors, as well as many other 
reporters, ignore or seem to know little about collec- 
tive bargaining contracts, how school policy is deter- 
mined, how state laws affect classroom work, and what 


the NEA is doing in reform.” 


€ “The critics of collective bargaining cannot point to 
one objective study showing hard evidence of collec- 


tive bargaining hindering public education or reform.” 


@ “When a fair and equitable way of paying teachers in 
another fashion is presented, one that shuns patronage 
and favoritism, local bargaining units give the proposal 


f en 
every consideration. 


The NEA also urged: “Identify letter writers who can correct newspa- 
per articles or offer editorial opinions for local op-ed pages. Contact your 


state affiliates communications director for training assistance." 
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In 1994, Arizona State University professor David C. Berliner, recipient 
of the NEA’s Friend of Education award, enthusiastically described to the 
Representative Assembly this process of generating “spontaneous” (and 


intimidating) outrage: 


One group of teachers I know created a war room—as the Clin- 
ton campaign did—and when a negative story appeared that wasn’t 
true, or needed to be contextualized, they met that evening and 
were down at the newspaper offices the next morning with a writ- 
ten rebuttal or explanation. The paper printed a few of these. But 
more important, it didn’t want a meeting with angry teachers every time it 
printed another school-bashing story, so it stopped printing the silly ones 
that it had formerly printed with glee. [Emphasis added]^" 


Berliners remarks received generous applause. 
Similarly, in a February 7, 2000, memo to Wisconsin Education Associ- 
ation Council executive director Michael Butera, WEAC communications 


director Dick VanderWoude wrote: 


We are continuing our work with an external public relations firm 
developing and encouraging positive letters from the general citi- 
zenry to the editors of local daily papers throughout Wisconsin. 
The project has generated in excess of 100 published letters since 
the beginning of the school year. Newspaper people advise us that 
a typical reader of letters to the editor is more likely to be inter- 
ested in and concerned about public affairs. We estimate that 
10,000 individuals will read a typical letter. By these estimates we 
project that the project has potentially generated a million positive | 
impressions over the last six months. Communications division | 
staff advise the project of current and coming issues and provides 


issue research. 


John Stossel of ABC News was pummeled by the NEA for a report on 
public and private schools he did for 20/20. Well, you can see they 
wouldn' like him reporting this sort of thing: 


At one school, records show a math teacher kept coming in late. 


One year, he was late or didn't show up at all more than 100 times. 
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He routinely sent students out to buy him food, and his classroom 
was so littered with candy wrappers and cigarette butts that the 
janitors refused to clean the room. When the school tried to fire 
him, the teacher unions gave him a lawyer, and it took nine hear- 
ings, three years and hundreds of thousands of dollars in legal fees 


before he could finally be let go.^* 


The NEA was particularly incensed by Stossel’s description of the pub- 
lic school system as “a government monopoly.’ The union disseminated to 
its members a list of companies that sponsored 20/20 on the night Stossel’s 
report aired, presumably so teachers could write and complain. Ironically, 
the list included the United States Postal Service—a fellow government 
monopoly. 

The major media rarely run reports like these. But the NEA’s eyes are 
everywhere, ready to react to the slightest provocation. Redbook and Good 
Housekeeping both published articles about unions protecting bad teachers 
from dismissal or discipline. The NEA reacted strongly both times, first with 
letters from NEA president Bob Chase, then calling for letters from 
activists, followed by talking points for when the public started asking 
about what they had read in the article. 

No publication is too obscure to escape the NEA’s wrath. In May 1996, 
Randy Moore, editor of The American Biology Teacher, wrote an editorial crit- 
ical of teacher unions. He got the same treatment, with the INEA sending an 
e-mail message to activists directing them to respond with letters. 

Don’t bother trying to target your criticism very specifically, either. 
Bruce Murphy of Milwaukee magazine tried that in February 1998. Murphy 
wrote a very critical story about the staff of the Milwaukee Teachers Educa- 
tion Association and its executive director, Sam Carmen. But he treated 
MTEA president Paulette Copeland sympathetically and quoted her exten- 
sively on the obstructionist attitudes of the MTEA permanent staff. Two 
weeks later, the MTEA newsletter ran a story with the headline, "Unprece- 
dented Personal Attack on MTEA Leaders." The union even insinuated in 


its newsletter that Murphy' article was some kind of devilish plot. 


As the governor is threatening to dissolve MPS [Milwaukee Pub- 
lic Schools] and as difficult contract talks drag on between the 
school board and the MTEA (as well as all other MPS unions), is 
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this vicious attack on union leaders just a coincidence? Could 
there be a deliberate attempt to diminish MTEA membership sup- 
port for its professional staff and elected leaders during these 


: " 2c 
extremely perilous times?” 


Sometimes union staffers don’t even wait for the negative stories to appear 
before reacting wildly. In September 1997, Trevor Neilson, then the media 
relations director for the Washington Education Association, warned members 


in a newsletter article to expect criticism for bad test scores. He wrote: 


The [state test] results are not all together positive and the usual 
roundup of extremist wackos, voucher-heads and militia members 
will hee and haw claiming that it is, well, your fault. That’s right, 
you, the educators of Washington. It is also likely that the media 


will look for someone to blame, and head in your direction. 


But the fact is that most American editors, columnists, and reporters 
lack the proclivity (or the backbone) to provoke the unions. This results in 
ludicrous puft-pastry journalism. 

Here are just a few examples from newspapers and magazines that have 
taken on the rare duty of profiling teacher union officials. 


Imagine Jimmy Hoffa getting press reviews like these! 


@ “But Chase is gaining momentum, and if he can suc- 
ceed, prospects for millions of children will be 
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brighter. 


@ “Chase has taken on some of the toughest issues of any 
NEA leader in recent history. And he has done it in his 
characteristic style: by listening to people, reasoning 
with them, and then pushing on with what he believes 
is right. . . . His preference for schoolchildren over pol- 


itics is evident"?! 


@ “Yup, Sandy Feldman has dyed her hair blond. Brash, 
blunt, Brooklyn-Jewish Sandy Feldman, whose saucy 
voice and straightforward manner—perhaps whose 


very soul—practically ooze brunette, has gone 
blond."?* 
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@ “Her real passion, unmistakable in both her public 
appearances and on playgrounds, is children. Especially 
poor children. Although Feldman herself has no chil- 
dren, she seems to consider the 1 million-plus students 
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here her family. 


@ “In her private life, she [Utah Education Association 
president Phyllis Sorenson] is a doting grandmother, a 
master quilter and an antique-shop hound who hunts 
thrift stores for castoff stuffed animals that can be lov- 
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ingly refurbished and donated to charity. 


@ “Colleagues, bosses and friends call [Virginia Education 
Association president Jean H.] Bankos a natural for the 
job. They talk about her classroom savvy, dedication to 
children and teachers, her way of getting people to do 
things—and her objectivity through years of working 


for teachers at the local and state level? 


Yech! 

The Teacher Trust wants the clout of the AFL-CIO, coupled with the 
public image of the dedicated schoolmarm. And, by and large, it’s been get- 
ting it. Anyone who questions this fantasy can expect a reaction as subtle as 
a brick through the window. 

A few investigative reporters, with a labor bent and a realization that a 
brick through the window is a sign you’re onto something, would find a 
treasure trove of stories if they would bypass the unions’ “message” and seek 
out the truth instead. 

A good start would be the simple recognition that the Teacher Trust is 
not just “the teachers” but a special interest group, no different from the 
NRA, AARP, HMOs, Big Tobacco, or Big Oil. 

The teacher unions have as much power over America’s economic and 
cultural future as any group in the country. They deserve at least as much 
scrutiny from America’s journalistic watchdogs. 

But don’t expect the NEA’s Friend of Education award any time soon. 
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The campaign should be launched in a speech by President Chase in which he 
acknowledges the crisis, says some things for their shock value to open up the audi- 
ence’s minds (e.g. there are bad teachers and our job is to make them good or show 
the way to another career), and then details the Association’s substantive programs 

to improve public schools—those already in existence and those that will be 
expanded or launched in the months ahead. It should be supplemented by a full- 
court press blitz, television advertising, and a host of other outreach efforts. 


—The Kamber Group, “An Institution at Risk: 
An External Communications Review of the National 
Education Association,’ January 14, 1997 


The fact is that while the vast majority of teachers are capable and dedicated— 
professionals who put children’s interests first—there are indeed some bad teachers 
in America’s schools. And it is our job to improve those teachers or— 
hat failing—to get them out of the classroom. 


—Bob Chase, “The New Unionism,”’ 
speech to the National Press Club, February 5, 1997 


The Teacher Trusts most serious public relations problem is its profound 


opposition to reform. 


The Same Old New Unionism 


We shouldn't be cynical about this (naturally). It isn’t that NEA and 
AFT officials don’t care whether a particular reform improves student 
achievement. They would be as happy as anyone to see test scores rise, cur- 
riculum improved, the public satisfied. 

But the unions can make the jump from self-interest to high moral prin- 
ciple faster and further than anyone else. They genuinely believe that what’s 
good for the union must be good for teachers, and what’s good for teachers 
must be good for education.And most education reforms are not designed for 
the unions’ benefit. So the unions find themselves saying “no, no, NO!” A lot. 

Example: the 1995 position paper on crucial legislative issues put 
together for a coalition of the California Teachers Association, California 
School Employees Association, California Federation of Teachers, Service 
Employees International Union, and the United Teachers Los Angeles. It 


was marked “Not for General Distribution”: 


@ There should be no expansion of charter schools until the 
legally required evaluation has been completed and has 
proven the value of the concept. Any future expansion 
must be contingent upon protection of existing 


employee rights, including collective bargaining. 


@ Oppose all attempts to limit the collection of dues, 


agency fees, or political action funds by unions. 


€ Oppose all attempts to weaken or destroy collective bar- 
gaining in any manner, including the elimination of 
PERB (Public Employee Relations Board). 


€ Oppose all attempts to weaken current protections 
against contracting out and to repeal prevailing wage 
laws. Non-classroom parent volunteers should not 
replace current employees, and their use should have 
the approval of exclusive representatives for the pur- 


poses of coordination and quality control. 


@ Defeat any legislation to eliminate existing salary sched- 
ule laws and to remove the issue from the scope of col- 


lective bargaining. 
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@ Oppose all attempts to weaken procedural and substan- 
tive due process protections for permanent teachers as 
well as legislation to increase the length of the proba- 
tionary period for teachers without restoration of pre- 


vious procedural due process rights. 


@ Oppose all attempts at wholesale repeal of the Educa- 
tion Code which would force unions to win back 
existing employee rights. 


[Emphases added] 


Opposing every reform idea that comes down the pipeline might be 
acceptable if government school systems were exceptionally good. But it is 
obviously untenable if they are not. Union officials recognize this. Period- 
ically, they launch campaigns to persuade Americans that they are not the 
Abominable Nopersons that the casual observer might conclude. 

The latest in the long string of these campaigns is "New Unionism.” 
Championed by NEA president Bob Chase, New Unionism is purportedly 
an effort to deemphasize (his union critics say discard) the old-style indus- 
trial union approach in favor of a professional, craft guild approach. That is, 
the NEA will spend more time and effort on education quality issues rather 
than just salaries, benefits, and working conditions. 

Chase officially launched New Unionism in a National Press Club 
speech on February 5, 1997. 

“Bear in mind,” Chase said that day, 


that for nearly three decades now, the National Education Associa- 
tion has been a traditional, somewhat narrowly focused union. 
We have butted heads with management over bread-and-butter 
issues—to win better salaries, benefits, and working conditions for 
school employees. And we have succeeded. Today, however, it 1s 
clear to me—and to a critical mass of teachers across America—that 
while this narrow, traditional agenda remains important, it is utterly 
inadequate to the needs of the future. It will not serve our mem- 
bers’ interest in greater professionalism. It will not serve the public’s 
interest in better quality public schools. And it will not serve the 
interests of America’s children... the children we teach... the 


children who motivated us to go into teaching in the first place. 
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And this latter interest must be decisive. After all, America’s public 
schools do not exist for teachers and other employees. They do not 


exist to provide us with jobs and salaries. 


Chase’s remarks received a positive response from the press and the 
public. They were generally seen as signaling a new direction for the NEA. 

Unfortunately, the press and the public lacked the historical back- 
ground to see that New Unionism was merely the latest “new direction” 
for the NEA—and for all practical purposes was virtually indistinguishable 
from the old direction. 

Seven months before Chase introduced New Unionism to the National 
Press Club, his predecessor, Keith Geiger, told the NEA Representative 
Assembly, meeting in Washington, D.C.: 


Let me say this bluntly: We as an Association cannot continue to 
sidestep accountability for the quality of our members’ work. Too 
often—almost in knee-jerk fashion—we also find ourselves defend- 
ing failed schools and failed school systems, just because they happen 
to be public. This is a trap. It is counterproductive. 


And five months before Geiger made that speech, he had told attendees 
of the union’s Mid-Atlantic Regional Leadership Conference in Baltimore 
that the NEA’s future “will require a break from the adversarial or subordi- 
nate styles that too often dominate relations with school boards and admin- 
istrators." 

But Geiger wasn’t launching the new direction that day—February 18, 
1996. He was talking about a new direction that had allegedly already 
occurred. “In the past year,” he said, “NEA has stepped forthrightly into the 
vanguard of the education reform movement in the United States." 

And the year before that—in other words, a year before the one when 
Geiger boasted that the NEA had stepped forthrightly into the vanguard 
etc., etc.—the minutes of an INEA Board of Directors meeting reported 
this warning from executive director Don Cameron: “Mr. Cameron said 
that if NEA continues to do business as usual, the future of public educa- 
tion in America is at stake" (September 23, 1995). 

And seven years before that, back in November 1988, the NEAS Spe- 
cial Committee on Restructuring Schools issued its final report. The buzz- 


word then was “bilateral decision-making." The report s authors explained: 
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The authority of the school staff must be expanded to include all 
decisions related to the teaching-learning process. Specifically, the 
staff must have the latitude to remove identified barriers to learn- 
ing imposed by school regulations (e.g., tracking that tunnels stu- 
dents into restrictive learning environments; rigid grade structures; 


bureaucratic, top-down administration). 


The November 1988 report was prompted by an initiative launched by NEA 
president Mary Hatwood Futrell in March of that year. Futrell’s contribution 
to "New Unionism" was the Learning Laboratory project, described by 
Futrell in a press conference as an effort to "extend the NEA’s leadership in 
achieving school restructuring.” 

And two years before that, on July 5, 1986, the Washington Post pub- 
lished a story under the headline: "NEA Undergoes ‘Major Philosophical 
Shift” " And a year before that, on July 1, 1985, the Post published a story 
under the headline “Futrell Tries to Moderate Unions Stands,” stating that 
“Futrell’s efforts at rapprochement yesterday come as she tries to shift her 
union toward a more moderate stand on issues affecting the profession.” 
That story also noted: “Futrells efforts at this convention have aimed partly 
at putting the NEA in the forefront of reform efforts . . .” 

Bob Chase himself puts New Unionism even further back in the past. 
In his 1997 National Press Club speech, Chase said: 


In 1983, after the Nation at Risk report came out, NEA president 
Mary Hatwood Futrell tried to mobilize our union to lead the 
reform movement in American public education. At the time, as 
a member of NEA’s executive committee, I took a lead role in 
opposing her. I argued that we should stick to our knitting— 
stick to bargaining for better pay and working conditions. That, 
ladies and gentlemen, was the biggest mistake of my career. I was 


wrong. 


Its impossible for “New Unionism" to go back any further than 1983, 
because the NEA only became a full-fledged union in the mid-1970s. But 
if the NEA has been, as Chase said in 1997, a narrowly focused union” for 
"nearly three decades,’ then what were all these “major philosophical 
shifts” since 1983? 
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Chase seemed to recognize that New Unionism might receive some 
skeptical reactions. So he told his National Press Club audience, memo- 
rably, “to watch what we do, not what we say.” 

In March 1999, two years after Chase launched his “New Unionism" 
campaign, NEA released a summary of is impact: “Stepping Forward: How 
NEA Members Are Revitalizing America’s Public Education.” For months 
prior to publication, the NEA had lobbied its locals to contribute examples 
of “New Unionism”’ in action. 

Some of these alleged Steps Forward failed to qualify as “New Union- 
ism” in any form. The report listed as “New Unionism” more than two 
dozen examples of its affiliates negotiating bonuses and fee reimbursements 
for those who achieve national certification. It cited the NEA charter 
school in Phoenix, even though it failed to open in 1999 (or 2000 or 2001). 
More than sixty other “reforms” that could be identified by date went back 
bectoresbebruary 1997—some as far back as 1982. 

So if New Unionism isn’t new, and it isn’t different, what is it—and 
why did Bob Chase introduce it at the National Press Club in February 
1997? 

The answers lie in a 1996 decision by the NEA’s top officials to hire 
The Kamber Group, a prestigious Washington, D.C., public relations firm 
with strong ties to organized labor and the Democratic Party. The Kamber 
Group was commissioned to study the NEA’s “external communications,” 
that is, its public relations as opposed to its relations with its own members. 
For more than three months the groups researchers interviewed the NEA’s 
elected officials and staff, as well as officials of selected state affiliates. It also 
reviewed almost three years of news and broadcast media clips, as well as 
NEA publications and advertising. 

On January 14, 1997, The Kamber Group issued its report to the 
NEA s leaders. Entitled “An Institution at Risk: An External Communica- 
tions Review of the National Education Association,” the report was shared 
only with the union’s 166-member board of directors. Though of course 


sympathetic to the NEA’s mission, the report was devastating. It concluded: 


While the NEA has a surfeit of talented, committed people who 
work hard to do the right thing, there is an internal political envi- 


ronment which discourages risk-taking. It has a bureaucratic system 
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of decision-making that involves too many “cooks” and takes too 
long. To survive, much less to prevail over its critics, the NEA must 
shift to a crisis mode of operations.” 

Kamber was very clear as to how this was to be done. So clear, in fact, 
that Chase put many recommendations into play immediately, even lifting 
some thoughts out of the report—practically verbatim—to use in his New 
Unionism speech three weeks later. (See the epigraph at the beginning of 
this chapter.) 

"Stake out a clear risk through a crisis strategy that seeks to win not by 
silencing the opposition, but by co-opting the other side’s turf so the NEA 
can direct reform discussions rather than having them dictated to it,’ Kam- 
ber advised." 


Kamber further explained how this would work: 


It will be the means of shifting NEA’s approach from that of an 
industrial union to one that embraces attributes of craft unionism, 
in which ensuring quality workers is just as important as raising 
wages and benefits at the bargaining table. It will provide the shock 
necessary to force everyone from cynical members of the press to 
the general public to take a second look at the organization.*” 

Finally, the Kamber Report recommended an organizational strategy 
in which speed and flexibility were emphasized over brute strength. 

“In other words,” the report explained hopefully, “the NEA spends less 
time attacking its opponents and more co-opting them—taking some of 
their positions, molding them to be beneficial to NEA members, and 
becoming the creator, rather than the receiver, of education reforms"? 

There was always reason to doubt that the NEA could change its spots 
(again). 

In his speech to the Press Club, Chase admitted that “in some instances, 
we have used our power to block uncomfortable changes . . . to protect the 
narrow interest of our members, and not to advance the interests of stu- 
dents and schools." 

But after the speech, when a reporter asked Chase how “New Union- 
ism" would deal with clashes between the interests of students and schools 


and the narrow interests of teachers, Chase replied: “I think I would probably 
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ask the questioner to tell me when they are at odds. Students’ learning condi- 
tions and teachers’ teaching conditions are synonymous. I don’t think they’re 
at odds at all. As a matter of fact, I think that exactly the opposite is true.” 

Chase apparently just couldn’t get out of his head that traditional union 
mantra: Whats good for the union must be good for teachers, and what's 
good for teachers must be good for education. 

Even so, Chase5 attempt to repair the union’s external communications 
started to jangle its internal communications. Many NEA officials and 
members suspected Chase was signaling a move away from emphasis on 
salaries, benefits, and working conditions. They didn’t like it one bit. While 
the press waxed rhapsodic about NEA’s new direction, Chase was having to 
reassure union activists that he wasn't selling out NEA’s mission. 

In a March 13, 1997, letter to Wisconsin Education Association coun- 
cil president Terry Craney, Chase explained the link between New Union- 


ism and old: 


However, according to polls, critics, friends, the media, as well as 
our own members, NEA does not possess anything approaching a 
strong and credible voice in the education reform debate. That 
reality for NEA is not only alarming, but also dangerous for public 
education. Without a strong, credible voice in this arena, NEA 
cannot continue to protect public education; if we cannot protect 


public education, we cannot protect our members and their jobs. 
Chasestold Craney: 


NEA is increasingly viewed as an obdurate and powerful protector 
of the status quo, which translates to the average citizen as the pro- 
tector of bad public education. Even worse than being seen as 
irrelevant, we are seen as part of the problem. All the wishing in the 
world and all the organizational chest pounding we can muster 


will not change that fact. 


But when it came to adding substance to the style of reinventing the 
NEA, the union fell well short of Chase’s rhetoric. At an NEA Board of 
Directors meeting in May 1997, Chase and the staff gave a three-hour pres- 
entation on “New Unionism." One member of the board, reporting to his 


constituents later, described the meeting this way: ^The one universal 
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through all of these presentations was that almost all of us are doing New 
Unionism things whether we call them by that name or not.” The public 
relations aspects of New Unionism were also described to the board. “It 
was pointed out that the term ‘New Unionism’ was used deliberately,” 
reported this director. “Because of this we have received all kinds of posi- 
tive press on the NEA.” 

Another member of the board told his constituents that Chase’s New 
Unionism and the report from The Kamber Group were directly linked (a 
connection Chase has repeatedly denied). "A campaign to implement the 
[Kamber] report will use the theme New Unionism,’ the board member 
wrote, "but state affiliates can use whatever term they wish to reference this 
new approach.” 

So if New Unionism doesn't really signal a change in direction for the 
NEA after all, what are these union programs that Chase and his support- 
ers call New Unionism? 

In essence, they are initiatives that directly involve the NEA in the 
administration of public schools. New Unionism recasts NEA as both labor 
and management. 

Once the union has succeeded in making itself the sole voice of teach- 
ers, the level of union influence over school policies is directly proportional 
to the power of the union in that particular district. Significantly, the NEA’s 
favorite examples of New Unionism all turn out to involve districts where 
the local affiliate is already exceptionally powerful. 

Thus the Montgomery County Teachers Association in Maryland 
negotiated a contract that established more than a dozen task forces com- 
posed of administrators and teachers who jointly set school policies in their 
respective areas. The Glenview Education Association in Illinois negotiated 
a contract that gives teachers control over a large portion of the district 
budget. The Seattle Education Association negotiated a groundbreaking 
power-sharing agreement with the school district. 

But the Montgomery County Teachers Association is the NEAS fourth 
largest local affiliate and its members are the highest-paid teachers in the 
state. Teacher pay in Glenview is in the top 25 of Illinoiss 900 school dis- 
tricts. And Seattle, NEAS thirteenth largest local, spends more per pupil 
than any large school district in Washington State. 

But the (wormless) apple of Bob Chase’s eye was the Columbus Edu- 
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cation Association in Ohio. The ninth largest local in the NEA, CEA rep- 
resents teachers with the third highest starting salary and twelfth largest 
maximum salary among Ohio’s seven hundred school districts.” (Colum- 
bus is also the home of the celebrated Peer Assistance and Review— 
PAR—>program, which is discussed below.) 

But as a model for the collaborative approach of New Unionism, 
Columbus leaves a lot to be desired. At the very time Chase was champi- 
oning the Columbus approach, the Columbus Board of Education and the 
Greater Columbus Area Chamber of Commerce commissioned an “Oper- 
ations and Efficiency Task Force” to study district operations. After a year of 
study by eighty researchers, the task force concluded that “the school 
board’s labor agreements with its unions tie managers’ hands and hamper 
efficiency.’ The task force suggested that teachers had received overly gen- 
erous pay increases and questioned built-in longevity increases of up to 
4 percent annually.?! It found that Columbus teachers had missed an aver- 
age of nearly eleven days of work each in the 1996-1997 school year, cost- 
ing taxpayers more than $5.6 million for substitutes. 

What’s more, the task force audit revealed that Columbus teachers were 
spending less than four hours a day actually teaching students.” And for all 
the talk of collaboration with management, Columbus was having great 
difficulties filling administrator slots. 

But "peer review" was the *New Unionism” reform that made Colum- 
bus famous. It was endorsed wholeheartedly by Chase, who attempted to 
make it official NEA policy in 1997. 

Peer review was a response to public muttering about teacher tenure— 
or “due process,’ as the Teacher Trust prefers to call it. The media is danger- 
ously close to developing a stereotyped story replete with anecdotes about 
how difficult it is for administrators to fire demonstrably incompetent 
teachers who have union protection. (Because it is hard.) The NEA realizes 
that these stories resonate strongly and that it cannot simply stand on its 
utter opposition to tenure reform. So it has acknowledged that there is a 
legitimate problem and offered its own ready-made solution: "Peer Review 
and Assistance." 

Peer review turns the authority for overseeing teacher performance 
from school administrators over to the union. The union appoints consult- 


ing teachers and the majority of members on a review panel. This has the 
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paradoxical effect of removing the purportedly best teachers from the class- 
room and putting them to work as consulting teachers—i.e., teaching 
teachers, not children. 

Naturally, there are significant monetary costs associated with peer 
review. Columbus has twenty-nine full-time mentor teachers who receive 
a stipend of 20 percent above their regular salary. 

Thus peer review disarmed a looming education reform—tenure abo- 
lition—that threatened the union. But the NEA nevertheless has developed 
a list of safeguards that further disarm the reform. NEA Resolution D-11 
lists thirteen separate elements that any peer review program should have. 
These include a mind-boggling proviso allowing “participating teachers the 
selection and/or approval of their assignment to a consulting teacher." 

NEA officials make it clear to their members that the goal of peer 
review is to retain as many teachers as possible. 

“To characterize a peer assistance review program as ‘getting rid of bad 
teachers’ is a gross misrepresentation,” said Bob Chase. “Quite the opposite 
is true. Teachers referred to PAR programs are valued colleagues and pro- 
fessionals who deserve the best resources their districts and their local 
union can provide them."^? 

Indeed, as they approved the peer review resolution, members of the 
NEA Professional Standards and Practice Committee portrayed “bad 
teachers" as victims. The committee reported that these teachers “are rarely 
provided with meaningful and sustained professional support that can help 
them to again become fully productive members of the school community. 
More often than not, they are allowed to struggle in an unsupportive 
atmosphere that offers no constructive approach to the difficulties they are 
facing.” 

The difficulties faced by these teachers’ students were not addressed. 

As it turns out, peer review is no more efficient at getting rid of bad 
teachers than the old-fashioned method.A problem teacher, after dozens of 
observations and offers of help, can simply refuse to be “counseled out of 
the profession.” Then the procedure for firing him or her is just as demand- 
ing, if not more so. In the first eight years of the PAR program, the Colum- 
bus school board fired exactly two teachers. 

Ivy Featherstone, a longtime Columbus teacher, was placed in the PAR 


program for incompetence and substandard performance. During the two 
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years he was in the program, Featherstone received seventy-five classroom 
visits from mentors. He was involved in twenty-nine conferences about his 
teaching. His case then received sixteen days of hearings before a finding of 
"gross inefficiency” was rendered. Despite all this, Featherstone was not 
fired, but merely suspended without pay. He immediately filed a civil rights 
suit that took another three years before it was finally decided in favor of the 
district.^" 

In its first eight years, PAR. consultants reviewed the performance of 
only 123 veteran Columbus teachers, or fewer than 16 per year. In a pool of 
about 4,500 veteran teachers, that comes to about % of 1 percent annually. 

Peer review programs established by the American Federation. of 
Teachers exhibit similar numbers. In Rochester, New York, AFT's peer 
review program assessed only % of 1 percent of veteran teachers. Another 
AFT program in Toledo, Ohio, assessed only forty-one longtime teachers 
over a twelve-year period—a %o of 1 percent. In the nine years the Poway 
Federation of Teachers has run its program in southern California, a grand 
total of eight veteran teachers have participated. Six returned to the class- 
room, one retired and one took disability. Not a single veteran teacher was 
fired, suspended, or asked to resign.” 

But peer review is just fine for the Teacher Trust. There are the obvious 
public relations benefits. The unions frankly admit that peer review “would 
help reverse the public misperception that the union, and its advocacy of 
the due process and a fair tenure system, works to protect incompetent 
teachers"? And peer review promotes union membership. As Susan Staub, 
president of Pennsylvanians for Right to Work Inc., explains: "What better 
way to whip recalcitrant non-union teachers into joining the union that 
controlled their review, assistance, and dismissal recommendations?" 
Finally, and most important, the unions feel “it is far better . . . for teachers 
to control the induction process and be the gatekeepers to their profession 
than it is for nonpractitioners to perform this function" ?* Once unions 
have control over the induction and retention processes, they have control 
over the labor supply, and thus can inflate wages at will. 

But the most outrageous use of peer review by the unions is as a bar- 
gaining chip. Though it is completely designed, implemented, and con- 
trolled by the union, several NEA affiliates in California treat peer review 


as a management demand. They refuse to go along unless the district 
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agrees to other union demands, such as agency fees or staff development 
days. 
“Its nice to be in the driver’s seat,’ said one California Teachers Asso- 


4 c 259 
ciation staffer. 


If peer review was the New Unionism reform of 1997, then "pay for per- 
formance” was in 1999. The government school systems inability to pay 
good teachers more than bad ones irks the public probably even more than 
its inability to get rid of bad teachers. Education reformers are always nag- 
ging about the obvious private sector response— "merit pay.’ So the union 
has invented the concept of "performance pay.” 

The difference, which is unclear even to many union members, is that 
merit pay 1s awarded based on the subjective recommendation of a school 
principal or administrator. But performance pay is awarded based on a pur- 
portedly objective standard—usually excluding student test scores. 

In 1999, the Denver Classroom Teachers Association agreed to a pilot 
performance pay program. Volunteer teachers were to be evaluated on sev- 
eral different measures. A positive finding after the four-year experiment 
would result in the abolition of the traditional salary scale in favor of the best 
performance pay system. Teachers ratified the contract by a large margin. 
But they weren't very willing to volunteer for the program, and the district 
had to scramble to meet the minimum number of participants required. 

The Denver experiments, coupled with inquiries from several inter- 
ested state affiliates, persuaded NEA officials to put a committee to work 
studying performance pay. The idea was to come up with a plan to modify 
the union’s long-standing opposition to merit pay. 

Hints of trouble arose almost immediately. California Teachers Associ- 
ation president Wayne Johnson called the Denver plan "sinister" He wrote: 
“I hope not one teacher or one association in California will even con- 
template any merit pay proposal." ^ But after months of research, meetings, 
and a survey of eight thousand members on performance pay issues, the 
committee generated a new resolution that would allow the INEA to assist 
affiliates who wished to negotiate performance pay. However, the resolu- 
tion had so many ifs, ands, and buts that it was unlikely to lead to any rev- 


olutionary change in public school teacher pay scales. 
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Even so, when the resolution was placed before the delegates of the 
NEA Representative Assembly in Chicago in July 2000, it was resound- 
ingly defeated. Most of the NEA’s largest affiliates—California, New Jersey, 
Michigan, and Pennsylvania—voted in large numbers against it. In fact, the 
delegates actually strengthened the union’s prohibition against merit pay to 


include performance pay as well. 


Another New Unionism reform: NEA charter schools. 

Charter schools were first created in Minnesota in 1991. Laws vary 
from state to state, but the basic concept is that a group of people open a 
school and draft a contract, or "charter," that spells out exactly what the 
school’s mission will be, what grades and enrollment it will serve, where it 
will be located, how it will serve the public interest, etc. Then the charter is 
presented to the local school board. If approved, it becomes the governing 
document of that school, which receives public funds. If turned down, its 
supporters can in most states appeal to a state board. The charter school 
must abide by its charter, but it is otherwise free from all but the most basic 
regulation. 

Some charter schools achieve outstanding results, others may be indis- 
tinguishable from other schools in the district, and a few are dogged by 
poor administration, mismanagement, or malfeasance. In other words, they 
are just like every other sector of America. 

The difference is that everyone involved in a charter school is a volun- 
teer (except possibly the students, who can be volunteered by their par- 
ents). No teacher or administrator can be assigned to a charter school 
against her will. No parent is forced to accept the school’s mission. How- 
ever, it should be noted that whenever charter schools are closed down or 
otherwise receive sanctions, legislators—often spurred by the teacher 
unions—are proving quick to propose reregulation. Watch this space! 

The Teacher Trust fought strongly against most charter school laws 
because the charter usually frees the school from the districts collective 
bargaining. But it has been losing. Charter schools now exist in virtually 
every state in the union. 

In 1995, the NEA decided to take a big step: it would create its own 


charter schools. This would serve two purposes. First, the schools would be 
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models for the types of charters NEA could live with. Second, the union 
could expect positive press coverage—which it got. 
The plan was announced with much fanfare. As the NEA» charter ini- 


tiative put it: 


Freed from the bureaucratic constraints imposed on other public 
schools, charter schools provide places to develop better ways to 
improve student learning. If ties to regular schools in the commu- 
nity are strong, charter schools can be an important vehicle to 


improve educational opportunities for all students. 


The NEA needed these charter schools and it wasn't going to let any- 
thing stand in its way. It pledged to spend $1.5 million over five years to get 
them up and running. The original plan was to establish six schools in six 
states (Arizona, California, Colorado, Georgia, Hawaii, and Wisconsin). 

The first to open was in Lanikai, Hawaii. [t was a conversion from a 
"student-centered" school with 360 students, a special state designation 
that made the transition relatively easy. Lanikai’s situation has remained rel- 
atively stable, though information on it is hard to come by. 

The NEA S other charter schools have not had such smooth sailing. 
Wisconsin dropped out of the running fairly quickly. But in. Colorado 
Springs, the NEA approved a charter school called the Character, Integrity, 
Vision, and the Arts (CIVA) school. With 140 students and a staff of 10, che 
school faced the same difficulties as every other charter school—and, para- 
doxically enough, the same opponents, the local teacher union. 

That’s right. While Jan Noble, the president of the Colorado Springs 
Education Association, was the architect of CIVA, many of her members 
were adamantly opposed. So opposed, in fact, that they attempted to remove 
Noble from office. Indeed, Noble’s motives for supporting a charter school 
seemed less than, well, noble. She called the charters a chance "'to get the 
taxpayers on our side.” 

She feels her efforts were not in vain: "I can't deny that we did this a 
little because of PR, because now our reputation is one of professionalism.” 

NEA affiliates have insisted that charters receive the blessing of district 
teachers before getting approval from the school district or state. Yet when 
Colorado Springs teachers wanted to vote on CIVA in 1997, Noble 
wouldn't allow it. She frankly told Education Week she was convinced they 
would have turned it down. 
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The NEA charters were not faring any better elsewhere. The third 
charter was supposed to open in East Point, Georgia, where the NEA 
approved a teacher-led initiative to convert Woodland Middle School to a 
charter. But after several attempts, the Woodland teachers simply could not 
generate enough support among their own colleagues for the plan. 

This strong opposition from teachers caught the NEA leadership by 
surprise. But it shouldn't have. It's quite logical. The whole appeal of char- 
ter schools is the freedom from rules and regulations. The people who are 
likely to go through all the trouble to create a charter school don’t care 
where those rules and regulations came from—the state government, the 
local government, the district, the union, or the labor contract itself. But 
the charter, the actual agreement, in an NEA charter school contains all the 
rules and regulations that are already in the union contract. 

If you're happy with the rules and regulations established by your col- 
lective bargaining agreement, why would you want to start a charter school? 
Why have essentially two concurrent contracts with the school district? A 
union charter school is perceived by teachers as either unnecessary, or a 
threat to the status quo. This is what happened in Colorado Springs and East 
Point. But it was mild compared to what happened next in Connecticut. 

When the Georgia plan fell through, the NEA needed a substitute. 
Union officials found what they thought was an excellent candidate in 
Norwich, Connecticut. A small group of teachers wanted to create the 
Integrated Day Charter School for 175 students and a staff of 8. 

The officers of the Norwich Teachers League, the local NEA affiliate, 
opposed the charter school. They held a vote and the charter proposal was 
defeated. The local school board also rejected the proposal. This was particu- 
larly embarrassing, because just as NEA affiliates insist that teachers give their 
blessing to charters, so also do they generally insist that only local districts— 
where the local union has most control—have the exclusive authority to 
grant charters. (Thus the Massachusetts Teachers Association, engaged in its 
own battle against charter schools, noted in a press release: We do not believe 
that districts should be required to host and finance any school that they do 
not believe is in the best interest of children in their community.” Similarly, 
the Michigan Education Association filed suit against this practice in its state.) 

However, contrary to its own lobbying, the NEA used Connecticut 
appeals process and got its charter. “Typically, we like to work with the local 
districts on charter schools,” said Teresa Rankin of the NEA. “But it didnt 
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matter in terms of the criteria we had set for endorsing the school. It was 
just an external event.” 

Then the NEA constructed the ultimate paradox. The union always 
insists that charter schools be subject to the existing collective bargaining 
agreement, and that teachers and staff must remain members of their exist- 
ing union. Its self-interest in promoting this is obvious: the NEA wants to 
ensure that charter schools are not used to raid its locals or undermine 
union solidarity. 

But the Norwich Teachers League was an obstacle to the establishment 
of the INEAS charter school. So the Connecticut Education Association 
and the NEA allowed the eight Integrated Day teachers to form their own 
local, and then helped them negotiate a contract with the district. “We felt 
our responsibility was to continue our commitment to the research effort,” 
said Rankin. 

The NEA also let pass other aspects of the Integrated Day plan that it 
would have opposed in other charter schools. Students and teachers eat 
lunch together in a makeshift cafeteria. This violates the usual teacher con- 
tract provision for a duty-free lunch period. And conditions were unusual— 
the school is located in the former American Thermos Company factory 
which was a wreck with broken windows, a partially collapsed roof and piles 
of trash inside only three months before it opened in the fall of 1997." 

The NEA S charter school in Phoenix was slated to open in fall 1999 
and would have served two hundred inner-city students in grades seven to 
nine. Arizona has the least restrictive charter school law in the nation, but 
the Arizona Education Association was still an odd choice to pursue the 
project. The AEAS position paper on charter schools had made its reserva- 
tions clear: 


Through ordaining an array of separate and autonomous special 
purpose schools within school districts, the charter school move- 
ment could have the disastrous effect of fragmenting the shared 
goals of education communities, lowering educational standards, 
and exacerbating class, race, and educational stratification in our 


schools and our society. 


Little wonder that Arizona parents, with a variety of choices in charter 


schools, avoided the union's school en masse. AEA was unable to recruit the 
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175 students it wanted, even after spending $65,000 on a three-year effort 
with the cooperation of Arizona State University. 

"For ASU and the AEA to venture into those waters and for us not to 
be able to pull it off the first time is a bit ironic,’ said ASU associate dean 
Nicholas Appleton. “Frankly, it turned out to be harder to get established 
than we thought.” 

An even stranger place for the NEA to experiment with charter 
schools was California. The California Teachers Association has fought, and 
continues to fight, the establishment of charter schools wherever they may 
appear. Yet the San Diego charter school had the most ambitious schedule 
of all the NEA charters. It was supposed to open under the name Ixcalli 
Charter School in fall 1997, or “possibly sooner,” explained San Diego 
Teachers Association executive director Bill Harju. A union design team 
spent much of 1996 putting together a plan, and even traveled to Celebra- 
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tion, Florida, to study the Walt Disney Companys “school of the future” 
(more on Celebration shortly).*” 

But the opening of the school was delayed for a year while the team 
fiddled with the concept. Ixcalli was supposed to start with grades one, two, 
six, and seven, eventually expanding to become a K-12 school. The school 
design called for six academic levels to replace grades. Then, for reasons that 
are not clear, the school failed to open in 1998, the lead administrator was 
replaced, and, mysteriously, the name of the school was changed to 
Kwachiiyoa. A new administrator was hired in March 1999, at which time 
Kwachiityoa still had no building, no staff, and no students. But it had cash. 
The California Department of Education gave it a grant of $150,000. The 
CTA’s initial grant was $15,000 and the NEA chipped in an additional 
$12,000. San Diego State University also contributed $10,000. 

Kwachiiyoa finally opened in the fall of 1999. But although scheduled 
to start with 235 students, it had only 125 and only in grades K—5. 

In the fall of 2000, Kwachiiyoa made headlines—but not because of its 
academic success. WorldNet Daily’s Julie Foster reported (September 30) 
that, although taxpayer funded, the school allowed the CTA to hold an 
anti-voucher rally on campus during school hours and hand out ant- 
voucher T-shirts to students. 

While the CTA was exploiting its own charter school for political pur- 


poses, it was also trying to roll back the charter movement. In California, as 
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in most states, charter teachers can remain part of their local union, form 
their own union, or belong to no union at all. But the CTA-sponsored leg- 
islation would have required charter schools to abide by the local govern- 
ment school contract. 

“If this passes, we're dead,’ Yvonne Chan, a charter school principal, 
said of the CTA bill."If this passes it will be the districts and the unions that 
run charter schools." 

When Investors Business Daily asked the CTA about charter school 
teachers who were being treated unfairly, the union couldn't come up with 
any. "Nothing s come to my attention," said CTA spokesman Mike Myslin- 
ski. Do charter school teachers want to be represented in collective bar- 
gaining, [BD asked? “We haven't polled them or anything like that,’ he said. 

In fact, the union knows perfectly well that charter school teachers are 
generally content. Researcher Julia Koppich performed a survey of charter 
school teachers for the NEA in 1998. She found that teachers liked working 
conditions at charter schools—but were losing the sense that their schools are 
still public schools and had less interest in union membership. “Levels of 
salaries and benefits are not a big issue,” she said. “Even those with lower 
salaries fee! they are compensated for by professional freedom.” Teachers felt 
secure in their jobs even though all they had was a one-year work agreement. 

Less interest in union membership? Satisfaction with lower wages and 
benefits? 

End of story, so far as the Teacher Trust is concerned. 

[n fact, the opposition of union activists to charter schools is visceral— 
and, despite New Unionism, probably insurmountable. This is obvious 
when they communicate among themselves. A representative of the Cali- 
fornia Staff Organization, the CTA’s staff union, posted this comment for 


colleagues after attending a charter school conference. 


However, it is becoming increasingly evident that the organizers 
behind charter schools, vouchers and the privatization of public 
education are cut from the same cloth as those who would outlaw 
unions, ignore democratic principles and the ills of society. What 
drives these individuals are profits and an isolationist mental model 
that emphasizes individual rights while minimizing responsibilities 


to our communities and society in general. Further, even under the 
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best circumstances, charter schools are often the playground for 
malcontents, ostracized administrators and ill-advised parents and 


community members. 


Similarly, Idella Harter, president of the Maine Education Association 
called charters a ““counterproductive distraction.”*® Linda Vitiellio, presi- 
dent of the Somerville Teachers Association in Massachusetts, said charter 
schools “are not just eroding support for public schools, they are destroy- 
ing them.”*°° NEA New York vice president Robin Rapaport called them 
“clearly a bad idea”? And Education Minnesota co-president Sandra 
Peterson disclosed the union s real preference: “Lets put a cap on creating 


any more charter schools until we evaluate all the schools we have.”*® 


The ultimate New Unionism reform: involving the union in managing the 
school. When Bob Chase introduced New Unionism in his 1997 National 
Press Club speech, he happily announced an example—Celebration Teach- 
ing Academy in Florida. Chase said: 


And while I'm on the subject of teacher professionalism, I'd like to 
use this occasion to announce that NEA has entered into a part- 
nership with Stetson University to play a major role in the new 
Celebration Teaching Academy. This remarkable academy will be 
part of Walt Disney Companys new town of Celebration, Florida, 
and it will work hand in hand with the local public school. It will 
be for educators what a teaching hospital is for doctors. A place 
where teachers from around the nation can come to sharpen their 
skills and be exposed to “best practices.” NEA professionals on site 
will help to shape the curriculum and to direct the academy’s Mas- 


ter Teacher Institute. 


Chase pledged $500,000 in financial and staff support. “As you can 
imagine,’ he said, “we are delighted to play a major role in this important 
project. Indeed, the Celebration Teaching Academy is exactly what the new 
NEA is all about: a commitment to lifting up teachers as professionals and 
to revitalizing public education." 

Chase was quite right. The experiment in Celebration was exactly 
what the new NEA is all about. 
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Celebration opened its school in 1996. "Everyone was starting from 
scratch,” said Don Killoren, the general manager of Celebration in the early 
years. "Nobody learned from the mistakes of other people. The teaching 
academy would be a way to bring in people from around the country to 
preach about the best ideas, teaching methods, and curricula ?9? 

But what happened next was entirely predictable. With Disney grant- 
ing carte blanche, every progressive education fad was instituted in one 
school: multiple intelligences, cooperative learning, integrated subjects, 
portfolios instead of tests, self-critique, K-12 in one school, large classrooms 
with up to one hundred students and four teachers in a room of as much as 
five thousand square feet. No rows of desks. No fixed time for subjects. No 
textbooks. Each student was assessed on "social responsibility" and for 
knowing “the rewards of giving one’s energies for a larger good.” 

Needless to say, the school was an unmitigated disaster. Parents pulled 
their kids out in droves. “We came here as a family with a dream, and all we 
received was an educational nightmare,” parent Richard Adams wrote to 
the Disney Company. “My children not only did not progress in this 
school—they regressed. Not only in their academics but also their disci- 
pline.” Six of the school’s nineteen teachers left after the first year. Indeed, 
the principal had already notified the superintendent she would not be 
returning by the time Bob Chase gave his National Press Club speech. 

In May 1999, the NEA terminated its relationship with Celebration 
without fanfare—and certainly without a speech at the National Press 
Club. It had lost at least $125,000 on the school. Even after that, the NEA 


continued to tout Celebration on its web page, probably through bureau- 
cratic inertia: 


Ever heard of the Celebration School? It’s not a charter school. It’s 
a public school in Orange County. But the Celebration School just 
happens to be on Walt Disney property. A lot has been invested in 
the school to make it one of the best in the world. Teachers can go 


there to take courses. Colleges have student teachers there. 


Celebration failed. Will New Unionism follow suit? There is every sign it is 
about to go the way of new math. 
And just as New Math was replaced by new New Math, New Union- 


ism has a successor waiting in the wings: “social-justice unionism.” Intro- 


The Same Old New Unionism 


duced by union activists Bob Peterson and Michael Charney, this new New 
Unionism expands the role of unionism beyond both teacher working 
conditions and school management into the realm of liberal social policies. 

Leading the Teacher Trust yet further to the political left might seem 
rather eccentric advice. But Peterson and Charney did (perhaps inadver- 
tently) hit upon a truth that is rarely acknowledged by the union establish- 
ment. They pointed out that 


there has been a historic divide between those who commit them- 
selves to union activities and those who commit themselves to 
improving teaching practices by starting innovative schools, leading 
district curriculum committees, being active in the community, or 


participating in state and national professional organizations." 


In other words, union activism is fundamentally not about education. 
The Teacher Trust itself is the problem. Until this fundamental contradic- 
tion is resolved, the New Unionism will have about as much significance to 


improved education as did the New Coke. 
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The future is here and it does not appear to be union-friendly.""! 


—Kansas NEA UniServ director Steve Lopes 


All parents must feel a bittersweet pang on that beautiful fall day when a big 
yellow school bus comes and takes away their kindergartner for the very 
first time. 

Alexander Brimelow' parents, however, had barely had time to recover 
from this pang when they received a polite phone call from his young and 
pretty teacher. 

Where, she wanted to know, was Alexander’s homework? 

Homework? There were several reasons why Alexander’s parents had not 
been delving carefully through his schoolbag—such as the not unreason- 
able fear that whatever he had put in there might bite. But the most impor- 
tant reason was that, having had little contact with kindergartens in the 
rather distressing number of decades since they themselves attended, it had 
simply never occurred to them that five-year-olds got homework. 

Five-year-olds can’t read, for one thing. If a five-year-old gets home- 


work, that means, in effect, that his parents get it too. And parents and their 
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young children are getting homework, hours of it, often infuriating peda- 
gogically pointless craft projects that involve time-consuming shopping 
trips, all across the country. 

The government school system 1s eating the American family evening. 
One survey suggests that elementary school homework nearly doubled 
from 1981 to 1997; it may be worse at the higher grades.^" Like the simul- 
taneous epidemic of scheduled soccer, it’s something that snuck up on par- 
ents unawares. But everybody will admit quickly, when asked, that it wasn’t 
like this in their childhood. 

Alexanders young and pretty teacher had not thought up this fiendish 
scheme to persecute his parents all by herself. Indeed, she probably had 
nothing to do with it at all. To anyone working as a professional in what 
might loosely be described as the real world, it 1s always shocking to find 
how little discretion government school teachers really have in their class- 
rooms. Detailed lesson plans, homework plans, and much more microman- 
agement is imposed on them by a hierarchical bureaucracy. Older teachers 
will tell you they ignore a lot of it—except when administrators are snoop- 
ing around. Younger teachers don’t dare. 

The educational value of massive homework is quite questionable. Per- 
haps surprisingly, U.S. students are already working almost as hard as those 
legendary Asian children: 24 percent of eighth-graders do more than three 
hours of homework a night, versus 28 percent in Japan—and only 17 per- 
cent in Germany. But international data also shows universally that student 
achievement hardly improves, and usually deteriorates sharply, once home- 
work passes the point of one or two hours a night. 

Signs of a backlash against homework include the San Diego-based 
Parents for Sane Homework (PUSH—www.sanehomework.com), run by 
Daria Doering, who describes herself as “an extremely over-extended 
mother of three" and part-time graduate student. 

“It’s just one of those educational fashions,” she says.*” 

This educational fashion involves, of course, more input. But it’s input 
of an unusual, and extremely cost-inefficient, type: from parents, in kind. It’s 
as if bakers were telling customers that they had to go into the fields and 
help with the harvest—something which, as a matter of fact, has featured 
regularly in the history of socialist command economies, like the Soviet 


Union or Cuba. 
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One nasty suspicion about why it’s happening in the American govern- 
ment school system now: it’s another example of the Washington Monu- 
ment strategy. The Blob is worried—all of it, teachers, unions, administrators, 
even elected school board officials, what Greg Moo calls “The Unholy 
Alliance" In fact, it’s very worried. It knows it’s in trouble. And it figures that, 
by piling on homework, it can make parents afraid to complain, in case it 
piles on some more. 


(Another curious symptom of Blob worry, also requiring more input— 





and Teacher Trust acquiescence—is the progressive abolition of recess. One 
recent survey shows that about 40 percent of government schools have cut, 
or are planning to cut, at least one recess period from the school day. 
‘“There’s huge pressure these days on superintendents and boards to show 
that they’re serious about achievement,” says Paul Houston, executive 
director of the American Association of School Administrators, “so they do 
something symbolic—they get rid of recess.” This flies in the face of the 
traditional wisdom, as yet unrefuted by research, which is that children 
need to break and run around—especially boys. One chilling comment: 
"Goodbye recess, hello Ritalin.’?”*) 

Within the Blob, the Teacher Trusts worries are particularly acute. The 
government school system's problems are ultimately its problems. Without its 
host, the parasite will die. Moreover, the consequence of American teachers' 
forty-year fling with the industrial labor union model are finally being felt. For 
a new generation of teachers, the grievances that may once have made union- 
ism attractive are ancient history. (An example: it is impossible for Generation 
Xers to relate to the fact that women teachers once could not marry—or in 
some cases even date—without the school board’s permission.*”) But the 
present and real disadvantages of unionism are all too irritatingly apparent. 

This is the sort of symptom that is worrying the Teacher Trust: When 
ballooning school budgets led to calls for a tax increase in Cincinnati, Ohio, 
even a retired teacher spoke out against it. 

“I highly support public schools; I always have,” said Catherine Hill, 
sixty-four, a retired teacher from Carthage. “But being retired, I can't afford 
a big tax increase. They have some excellent teachers in the public school 
system, but if I made $50,000 today, I would get down on my knees and 
thank almighty God. Teachers deserve a lot, but when they're already mak- 
ing good pay, the schools are crumbling, they cut transportation and they 


cut librarians, teachers should be willing to take a freeze"? 
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Additionally, the NEA is worried because its attempts to improve its 
image—most recently through “New Unionism"—keep blowing up in 
its face. 

If the delegates to the NEA Representative Assembly in 2000 had done 
what the leadership wanted and approved the New Unionism concept of 
“performance pay,’ it wouldn’t have changed very much. The resolution 
was already fatally qualified. But their negative vote was a public relations 
disaster. Even in newspapers normally sympathetic to teacher unions, com- 


ment was savage—and worrying: 


€ “Few professions reward workers merely for showing 
99277 


up. Many public schools do, though. 


@ “Most parents, in fact, don’t quite realize just how 
much the NEA rank-and-file remain stuck in the 
mind-set of an industrial union. And for this 
reason, as go steel and textiles, we suspect, so go 


the teachers."?7 


@ “It was a colossal wasted opportunity" ^" 


€ "The defeat of the policy change was particularly strik- 


ing given how conservatively it was worded "^? 


€ "The national teacher unions want to be seen as 
defenders of public education and advocates of reform. 
But when you move beyond rhetoric, you find them 
too often simply defending the status quo, even when 


that status quo means inferior education for too many 


children"?! 


€ “The rejection Wednesday by the nation’s largest 
teacher union, the National Education Association, of 
even tepid experiments with performance-based pay 
initiatives shouldn't cause too much worry for those 
concerned about education reform. Sure, the INEA 1s 
again on record as favoring to keep education a profes- 
sion where educators aren't held accountable or 
rewarded for the quality of their product; however, in 


this case their opposition is almost irrelevant"??? 
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The unkindest cut of all may have come from the New Dem Daily, online 


news source of the Democratic Leadership Council. It opined: 


This week the nation’s largest teacher union, the National Educa- 
tion Association, rejected a mildly worded resolution endorsing 
limited experimentation with performance-based teacher pay. The 
excuses offered for this disappointing action are familiar and largely 


283 
pointless. 


But the shocking and completely unexpected failure of the 1998 RA 
to approve the NEA leadership’s plan to merge with the AFT is the most 
dramatic evidence to date of why the union is worried. 

For months prior to the convention, the NEA’s leadership lobbied to 
get the necessary two-thirds majority. Many state affiliate leaders ardently 
advocated the merger, warning their wary members of the apocalypse to 
come should the NEA and AFT fail to merge. In a joint letter to all mem- 
bers of their respective unions, posted on both unions’ web sites, Pennsyl- 
vania State Education president David J. Gondak and Pennsylvania 


Federation of Teachers president Albert Fondy wrote: 


We believe that the unification of the NEA and the AFT at the 
national level and, subsequently, here in Pennsylvania is truly nec- 
essary for the survival of public education and of our school 
employee unions—perhaps even for the survival of the union 


movement altogether. 


But this heavy-handed approach began to produce a backlash. One 


Missouri NEA member wrote: 


Its scary how this merger seems to be orchestrated. My association 
was to straw poll its members next week, yet its officers and exec 
board members voted to endorse at the assembly. This does not 
seem to be representative governing to me. . . . And is it a gener- 
ally agreed upon part of the process to keep the membership unin- 
formed during the negotiations? 


“This is David versus Goliath,” said Buffalo Teachers Federation presi- 
dent Philip Rumore, whose local was opposed to the merger. "The whole 
leadership of the NEA and their finest PR. people are lining up to shove 


this thing down our throats.”?®* 
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When the 160-member NEA Board of Directors, made up of repre- 
sentatives from every NEA state affiliate, voted to support merger by a 2-1 
margin, many delegates were unimpressed. “I believe that very few NEA 
directors have the guts to vote any way other than what Chase wants,’ one 
president of a large NEA local told Educational Intelligence Agency’s Mike 
Antonucci. “They are too political and worry about their own behinds.” 

At the RA itself, the NEA and its pro- merger allies really turned up the 
heat. But because the merger required amending the INEA constitution, it 
was done by secret ballot. And to the shock of almost everyone, the merger 
gained support of only 42 percent of the delegates. The consensus was that 
the INEA leadership had pushed too hard. 

You don't have to take our word for it. Here are some excerpts from an 
account by Rich Gibson for Z Magazine, the left-wing publication. 

First, Gibson quoted Illinois Education Association president Bob 
Haisman. Haisman was one of the leaders of the opposition to merger. 
"They gave away our democracy, yet they tried to intimidate people into 
supporting it,’ said Haisman. “It half worked. People were intimidated. 
They had staff all over the country reporting on people. NEA just doesn’t 
do that. So people covered up, then used a secret ballot to vote no.” 

Gibson then quoted someone he identified only as the head of a large 
Michigan local. This source explained why the NEA’s top officials were so 
surprised by the defeat of the merger. “It was like Vietnam,” he said. “From 
the top down, and back up again, everybody was lying to everyone else 
about the body counts. Promotions and jobs were tied to a good count, so 
the good counts came in. But the people were on the other side, slowly 
tunneling away.” 

No one was more surprised than the officials at the AFT. Three weeks 
later, the delegates to their convention resoundingly approved merger in a 
symbolic vote. 

“The actual voting at the NEA convention reinforced the AFT con- 
viction that no one within the NEA is democratically accountable to any- 
one else,’ worried one top NEA official. “That NEA convention delegates 
could vote overwhelmingly against the merger agreement, after every NEA 
leadership body had voted at least two-thirds for it, struck AFT delegates as 
evidence of a fundamental structural disconnect within the NEA 5 
The NEA-AFT merger did not fail because large numbers of NEA 


activists had suddenly become convinced that industrial unionism was a 
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bad idea for teachers. (However, the prospect of openly joining the AFL- 
CIO, like the AFT, was certainly an obstacle in some states.) Still less did the 
failure of merger mean widespread conversion to the view that the gov- 
ernment school system should be privatized. The merger failed because the 
NEA itself is failing structurally. It has simply become too big and unwieldy 
to function efficiently. 

This does not mean that the NEA should be any the less worried. It 
was probably structural failure, rather than abstract conviction, that was the 
key factor in the collapse of the Soviet Union. And the big problem for the 
Soviet Union turned out to be generational—the zealots of the Revolu- 
tion, and their Stalin-silenced successors, grew old and were replaced by an 
age group that had new concerns. 

Exactly the same thing 1s happening to the NEA. 

“Teachers find themselves clinging to rules that seem best suited to an 
assembly line where workers are interchangeable even as they demand to 
be treated as professionals with specialized skills," wrote Los Angeles Times 
reporter Richard Lee Colvin.” With veteran activists retiring and so many 
new teachers entering the government school system, the NEA’s worries 
can only grow. As has long been obvious in the private sector, Generation 
X 1s not union-friendly. 

At the AFT/NEA Conference on Teacher Quality in 1998, the AFT 
publicized a nationwide Peter Hart poll it had commissioned. Teachers 
had been asked to complete the sentence "The union should concentrate 
emn... 

Forty percent said professional issues. Only 24 percent said collective 
bargaining. Thirty-three percent said both. The last number makes the first 
all the more remarkable. It means that 40 percent of those surveyed think 
the union should not concentrate on collective bargaining at all. 

The NEA knows that teachers are growing disillusioned with the 
industrial labor model. But it appears unable to believe it. As a recent NEA 
manual put it: 


Today the myth that professional relationships are constructive and 
devoid of rancor while collective bargaining is a largely adversarial 
process dedicated to the status quo is held not only in the larger 
society but, more disturbingly, by many within the NEA family 
[Emphasis added]? 
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NEA officials have long known about the disconnect between the 
unions deliberative bodies and the members. 

“I think we are naive if we think those elected represent the majority 
of the membership,” wrote one official of the NEA’s Delaware affiliate." My 
experience is that the average member is less involved and aware of union 
activities than at any time in the past.” 

“We figured out a long time ago that our Rep Council isn't necessar- 
ily representative of the views in the building,” wrote another, from Florida. 

"I think there is a real danger that those leaders at the pinnacle of the 
organizational pyramid—ocal, state, national—become so certain of the 
rightness of their cause that they lose sight of the much less ‘lofty’ feelings 
of the minions in the trenches who pay the dues (and surprisingly often 
don't know or care if they belong to the EA or FT),’ a staffer from Min- 
nesota told the Educational Intelligence Agency 5 Mike Antonucci. 

The ever-quotable Lois Tinson, when president of the California Teach- 
ers Association, wrote this plaintive “get-acquainted” editorial in 1995 in the 


union newspaper CTA Action, shortly after being elected. 


What I've found is that the "typical" member, the “grass-roots 
member,” is not heavily involved in association activity at any 
level—local, state, or national. Many are—thousands upon thou- 
sands are—but most are not. The grass-roots member is likely, as 
well, to know rather little about CTA policies and programs—or 
how those policies are set and how those programs are developed 


and implemented. 
Tinson added toward the end of her editorial: 


If you have read this far—and if our recent membership survey 1s 
valid—you have read more and further than four out of five CTA 


members.” 


If getting members to read union publications is hard, getting them to par- 
ticipate in the union is really tough. The La Porte Education Association in 


Texas posted this telling message on its web page: 


LPEA is in desperate need of people who are willing to become offi- 
cers in our local. If we are not able to recruit new officers, our local 


is in danger of being dissolved and turned over to the state [union]. 
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Sometimes the chasm between members and unions becomes so wide 
that, in states without monopoly bargaining laws, it can lead to deteriorat- 
ing membership and (this is serious!) reduced revenues. The travails of the 
Kentucky Education Association are a case in point. In January 1998, an 


internal report of the KEA concluded: 


The handwriting is on the wall, and we cannot ignore the over- 
whelming evidence that KEA is at risk [theres that phrase again!] as 
an organization. Only 27 percent of our members report being “very 
satisfied” with their membership. The majority 1s only “somewhat 
satisfied,’ indicating a high level of apathy and a low level of com- 
mitment. Typical KEA members do not volunteer to assist the Asso- 
ciation, nor do they have much contact with it. Only half of all 
members have had minimal contact with their UniServ office, their 
local association, or the state association, and a mere third of our 
members have volunteered to assist their local associations in the last 


year. Only one in ten has volunteered to help their UniServ office. 
The news got worse. 


Feelings that KEA has lost touch with teachers in the trenches and 
that KEA does not represent their interests anymore permeate the 
surveys. Factionalism and politics in the leadership ranks were cited 


as complaints over and over. 
The report even dared to suggest a really horrible thought: 


The current perception of KEA is that we are an organization far 
removed from the rank-and-file membership. Some perceive that a 
few elite, power-hungry leaders and management personnel sit in 
Frankfort in ivory towers making all the decisions. We are seen as 
uncaring toward the real problems or real teachers in real class- 
rooms. Leaders and staff alike are seen as self-serving, disrespectful 


to one another, jealous, and sometimes resentful of one another. 


Teacher indifference naturally extends to elections. An election for top 
union officials in Clark County, Nevada, one of the NEA’s largest locals, 
could garner only 13 percent of eligible voters." Apathy is running rampant 


through our ranks,” complained one member.?*? 
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This teacher indifference doesn’t necessarily lead to direct conse- 
quences for the rank-and-file union member. But it leads to vast and cru- 
cial consequences for those who do involve themselves in the union and 
work to set its policies. The question is a simple one: If the teachers don’t 
seem to care about what the union does, what does the union do? 

Or, as one Illinois delegate explained it to the Educational Intelligence 
Agency’s Mike Antonucci: “I really wonder whether even one out of a 
hundred individual members back home ever whip out the vote tally sheets 
and say to lounge colleagues, ‘Hey, did you see how Sandra voted on para- 
graph c of by-law D-5?' ” 

In some cases, indifference begets indifference. In January 1999, the 
Oakland Unified School District was in an uproar because of the decision 
by the Oakland Education Association, the local NEA affiliate, to hold a 
"teach-in" on the death penalty and on the case of convicted Philadelphia 
cop killer Mumia Abu-Jamal. Some in the community protested this as a 
waste of instructional time. So the OEA called a meeting of its 250- 
member representative council to vote on whether to go ahead with the 
teach-in. For a vote that was sure to be contested, and with national media 
attention, only 101 council members showed up. 

In other cases, indifference begets independence—or the desire for it. 
Linda Bacon, an influential NEA activist from Pinellas, Florida, wrote of 
her experience on a New Unionism task force, which consisted of local 
leaders and staffers from NEA headquarters, on a New Unionism e-mail 
bulletin board: 


At one point we were asked to respond to a question (and I’m par- 
aphrasing) about what our locals needed from NEA that was really 
important, that we couldn’t do without. One local leader 


responded by basically saying “absolutely nothing.” 


He told the group that his members probably wouldn't notice 
much if his local left NEA tomorrow and that the local would find 
a way to provide the services that were important to his members. 
He went on to say that INEA had not been particularly helpful in 
doing any of the cutting-edge things they were involved in, and 
often put up roadblocks. He wasn't nasty about it, just very matter 
orie 


203 


The Worm in the Apple 


When he basically blew off the national, the reaction of the staffers 
in the room was incredible. Faces were stunned, angry, dumb- 


founded—I thought one woman was ready to do physical violence! 


Several people were so upset that I think they stopped listening, as 
evidenced by their reactions to him in their comments. They failed 
to hear his message: the members were looking for something dif- 


ferent that NEA wasn't giving them. 
If that happens in enough locals, NEA will be obsolete. 


Staffers aren't too thrilled with the elected leadership either. Elizabeth 
Arnett, a longtime staffer for the Ohio Education Association, posted her 


views on an INEA-sponsored listserv: 


I have worked here at OEA for 23-plus years. Between 1988 and 
1998, this has been a truly dysfunctional system. The cause of dys- 
function was not because we were more enlightened and were 
more conscious. It was because it was oppressive and designed to 
stifle creative thought, thwart exploration of new ideas, and punish 
those who thought differently, tried to be creative, or explored new 
ideas. The oppression was purposeful. The work setting was 
depressing, both visually and in attitude. There was no plan. Persons 
in high places used resources for personal gain rather than for the 
organization. Character and ethics were nonexistent in persons 
placed in leadership positions. These were the factors that caused 


low morale. 


Are the fat years over for the Teacher Trust? 
In the early summer of 2002, Mike Antonucci wrote to readers of his 


Educational Intelligence Agency Communique: 


It used to be relatively easy for EIA to obtain accurate, up-to-date 
membership numbers for NEA and its state affiliates, but recently 
it has become a lot more difficult. Perhaps it is coincidental that the 
numbers are becoming harder and harder to find just as the news 
becomes less and less cheerful. The tremors are small: lots of talk 
about needing inroads with Generation X teachers . . . financial 


problems here . . . possible layoffs there. 
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In the past, membership problems were localized in the 
chronic, hard-to-organize states that had competing organizations. 
Today, the sounds are more widespread. NEA has grown every year 
since the mid-1980s, but for the first time the end of the boom 
may be in sight. The union experienced an increase of some 
37,000 members this year—about half of what it achieved in 
2000-2001. More alarming if you're an NEA official is the fact that 
20 state affiliates had a decrease in membership last year—even as 
the number of potential members nationwide continues to grow at 
a fairly steady 2 percent annual clip. 

EIA cannot yet identify which state affiliates are growing and 
which are not, though it seems safe to assume that the large 
states—California, New Jersey, Michigan, Illinois, et al.—continue 
to enjoy solid growth, while perennial weak sisters are now having 


serious problems.^^ 


Significantly, all of these states where the NEA is still enjoying strong 
growth are ones where the union has been granted very favorable legal 
privileges. Reluctance among Generation X teachers will not, by itself, dis- 
may the Teacher Trust. It will simply fall back on its traditional rule—if you 
can't beat 'em, make 'em join. 

Thus the NEA Board of Directors granted $175,000 to the Mississippi 
Association of Educators for additional organizing in that right-to-work 
state. And the North Carolina Association of Educators is preparing a lob- 
bying offensive in support of collective, a.k.a. monopoly, bargaining legisla- 
tion in one of the last two states where collective bargaining by teachers 1s 
still banned by law. 

Nevertheless, the ultimate worry for the NEA is that it is inextricably 
committed to an economic system that cannot work—just like the Com- 
munist Party in Leonid Brezhnev’s Soviet Union. As the Education Policy 


Institutes Mike Lieberman put it in his classic Public Education: An Autopsy: 


The pro-market forces have one ineradicable advantage in the 
years ahead. That advantage is the inherent futility of conventional 


school reform.??! 
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What Is to Be Done? 
A Twenty-four-Point Wish List 


The NEA may be the only thing that stands between 
the survival of public education and social chaos.222 


—Denise Rockwell Woods, member of the NEA Executive Committee 


What Is to Be Done? was the title of V. I. Lenin’s famous 1902 pamphlet, 
which argued that the only way to achieve a revolution in Russia was 
through a disciplined, elite vanguard—the Bolsheviks, a.k.a. the Commu- 
nist Party. Amusingly, we can ask the same question, exactly a century later, 
about America’s own homegrown socialist government school system and 
its disciplined vanguard—the teacher union. 

Note that this Wish List, unlike every other education wish list you’ve 
ever seen, does not pontificate about teaching techniques. For example, it 
does not advocate Open Classrooms, closed classrooms, just-ajar class- 
rooms, or any other type of classroom. As I have argued, I think these educa- 
tional issues should be left to the market—i.e., teachers (sellers) and parents 


(buyers). The problem with the government school system right now is 
precisely that there is no market. 
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Nor does this Wish List consist of whatever the Education Establish- 
ment Blob currently wants to do anyway for other reasons. (Although I’m 
less sure of this—the Blob, especially its Teacher Trust component, is very 
tricky. It has survived many reform waves before. In particular, I think it’s 
quite capable of capturing the charter school reform wave—see Chapter 
11. However, I do think that all of these Wish List reforms taken together 
will give the Blob a Bloblem.) 

It is also important to note that I am deliberately Listing our Wishes 
while totally ignoring the secondary question of whether or not they are 
“politically possible.’ These Wishes are what Bill Bennett’s Department of 
Education staffers used to call, ruefully, “Full Moon Proposals” (as in throw- 
ing your head back and baying at). They assume an ideal world, except pos- 
sibly for union executives. 

I ignore the question of what’s politically possible for two reasons. 

Firstly, it actually helps to know where the moon is. You can navigate 
by it. In other words, by looking at the ideal, we throw into sharp relief the 
deep, systematic problems of the real world and avoid the minutiae that is 
typical of so much education policy discourse. 

Secondly, the plain fact is that no one really has the faintest idea what is 
politically possible. Least of all professional politicians. They appear to have 
been designed by evolution to snuffle along like blind shrews, following 
their exquisitely sensitive snouts from one day to the next, reacting savagely 
if asked about next week—let alone next year—and thus able to perform 
180-degree turns without rupturing their consciences. 

Or even noticing. On innumerable issues—price and wage controls, 
welfare policy, the efficacy of military intervention overseas—the American 
conventional wisdom has changed out of all recognition over relatively short 
periods of time, without the conventionally wise seeming to feel much need 
to reproach themselves for being wrong. It can happen in education too. 

Or, to put it another way: the Soviet Union—completely unexpectedly— 
collapsed. 

The National Education Association doesn’t look any healthier. 

Although there is much pious talk about education during federal elec- 
tions, the government school system still basically remains in the hands of 
state and local officials. Nevertheless, federal politicians cannot escape our 


Wish List so easily. 
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This point was explained to us by Dick Morris, the political consultant 
associated with President Bill Clinton’s famous “triangulation” strategy, 
whereby Clinton was to win reelection in 1996 by distancing himself from 
the congressional Democrats and stealing the Republicans’ issues. (It 
worked, of course, but Morris himself had by then been evicted from the 
White House inner circle after a scandal involving a prostitute that was 
colorful even by Clinton administration standards.) 

In a remarkable passage in his memoir Behind the Oval Office, Morris 
considers the hypothetical question of how he would have gone about 
winning the 1996 presidential election for the Republicans—which he 
would have certainly been happy to do, on payment of the appropriate fee. 


He writes: 


Had I been running Dole’s campaign, I would have said, "Presi- 
dent Clinton did a fine job of helping to get our economy in 
order. He did well to set us toward a balanced budget. But now 
we must turn to the new issues we face, the values issues.” Then 
I'd have focused on a host of issues that the president was afraid 
to touch or that his interest-group support wouldn’t let him touch— 
ending teacher tenure, school choice, school prayer, an end to school 
busing, the balanced-budget amendment, a moratorium on 
immigration, passage of a federal right-to-work law. ... Fd have 


ice 


piled it on. [Emphasis added 


Five of Morris’s proposals were government school-related; three— 
with our emphasis added—strike directly at the Teacher Trust (lightly dis- 
guised here as a part of President Clinton’s “interest-group support’). 

Morris did not make these proposals because he had spent time in long 
and careful study of education or the teacher union problem. He just 
thought they would work with the electorate. This is a measure of the 
NEA SS very real political vulnerability. Someday, Dick Morris (or someone 
like him) will be advising a national candidate who has the freedom—and 
the courage—to run on these issues. 

But what about the fact that teacher tenure is hardly a federal issue? 
Isn't it between the teachers and the school boards? Interviewing Morris 
for Forbes, I naively raised this question. 


Morris waved it aside airily. “Oh,” he said, “you just threaten to with- 
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hold federal funds from the states unless they comply. It would be like the 
55-miles-per-hour speed limit.” 

Of course, this is distressing if you worry about the grand old Ameri- 
can constitutional principle of federalism—the respect for the autonomy of 
local communities that has been critical to keeping this continent-sized 
country together. And it certainly seems to confirm the fears of those 
grinches who opposed federal funding of education because it would tend 
to centralize education policy in Washington’s paws. 

But Morris’s proposal does show what could be achieved by enterpris- 
ing, not to say ruthless, education reformers—both in the White House and 
in Congress. 

The Wishes on my List are in theory the responsibility of different lev- 
els of governments: federal, state, local. But in practice, these categories are 
fluid. So we proffer our Wish List generally, to whoever can figure out a way 
to implement any part of it. 


Our Wish List has two overall themes: 


@ Disinfect the apple. The problem with America’s govern- 
ment school system is socialism. The solution is capital- 


ism—the introduction of a free market. 


Or, to put it another way, just as economists realized in the nineteenth 
century that the tariff was the mother of trusts, so in the twenty-first cen- 
tury we must recognize that the government school system is the mother 
of the Teacher Trust—and American education’s chronic qualitative and 
quantitative failure. 

Viewed from this perspective, dealing with the National Education 
Association is both a means and an end. 

As it happens, desocialization is something with which economists 
have much more experience now than even a few years ago, because of the 
collapse of the Soviet Union and the liberation of Eastern Europe. One 
interesting development: quite often privatization actually meant that for- 
mer Communist apparatchiks seized control of, i.e., stole, government 
enterprises and assets, emerging as newly fledged capitalists. Whatever the 
abstract justice of this, the economy benefits—investment allocation deci- 
sions are more rational. 


Perhaps, after the Revolution, Wayne Johnson will emerge as president, 
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not of the California Teachers Association, but of Combined Teaching 
Associates, earning much more than his reported $150,000 annual salary 
(not including benefits). 

Hey—whatever it takes. 

It’s also quite possible that a reduced but galvanized government school 
system might be right in there, pitching. The reformed economies of East- 
ern Europe are still pretty well government-dominated by American stan- 
dards. Or look at a parallel American case: the U.S. Postal Service. As 
Harvard Caroline Hoxby says: “Few analysts expected the Postal Service 
to be able to compete with its new rivals [when competition was allowed 
in package-delivery], yet several decades later it is a worthy opponent" ^^" 

(However, it’s important to realize that this happened because the Postal 
Service was confronted with competition from private enterprise from 
without—not because it was transformed through incremental perestroika- 
style, market-socialist reforms from within. Moral: charter schools may not 
be enough.) 

Our Wish List’s second theme: 


e Extracting the worm. The teacher union is a creature of 
legal privilege. The way to deal with it: remove its legal 
privileges. 


When it dawned upon Americans, just over a century ago, that the 
modern corporation was here to stay—news brought to them largely by 
muckracking journalism, most famously Ida Minerva Tarbell’s McClure’ 
Magazine articles, published in book form as The History of Standard Oil— 
they passed laws aimed at combatting monopoly, notably the federal Sher- 
man Antitrust Act. And then they insisted that governments enforce those 
laws. Economists and lawyers argue about whether this was an appropriate 
response, and how antitrust laws should be interpreted today. But antitrust 
is undeniably part of the American business landscape. 

Which brings us to our first Wish: 


[I] Bust THE TEACHER TRUST 


Well—why not? Federal antitrust law prohibits any contract, trust, or con- 
spiracy in restraint of trade. The Sherman Act actually says that no person 


[37 ° 5 . . . 
shall monopolize, or attempt to monopolize, or combine or conspire with 
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any other person or persons, to monopolize” trade or commerce. And the 
entire purpose of a labor union is exactly to “monopolize the supply of 
labor”—in order to extract a higher price for it. 

Turnabout is emphatically not fair play in labor law. Various hopeful 
employers did attempt to point out to the courts that, if capital is not sup- 
posed to collude, then maybe labor should not collude either. The courts 
did not want to know. But courts are not oracles. There is nothing sacred 
about their rulings. Legislators can correct them by statute. (See—I meant 
it when I said I’m ignoring what’s politically possible!) 

At the very least, a federal antitrust statute could be aimed at prevent- 
ing Teacher Trust collusion across state lines. This could end the flow of 
funds from the locals up to the national level—reestablishing something 
like the situation that prevailed before the “Michigan Mafia” succeeded in 
unifying NEA local, state, and national membership dues as part of its 
unionization drive in 1971—and from the national level to subsidize local 
action that locals could not afford. It could result in the NEA being broken 
up into state-only units, rather like antitrust litigation broke up John D. 
Rockefeller’s Standard Oil Trust into Standard Oil of New Jersey—the 
ancestor of Exxon Corporation—Standard Oil of California (“Socal”), 
Standard Oil of Ohio (“Sohio’’), etc. 

A state antitrust statute, attacking any “attempt to monopolize” the 
supply of teacher labor by the union, could effectively cut the Gordian knot 
of state collective bargaining statutes, which would otherwise have to be 
disentangled strand by strand. (See below, Wish II.) 

Most industries don’t have legislation aimed specifically at them. But 
it’s by no means unprecedented in cases that are considered especially vital 
to the public interest. For example, railroads are governed by the highly 
specific Railroad Labor Act of 1926. 


So: is K-12 education vital to the public interest—or not? 


[II] REFORM PUBLIC SECTOR COLLECTIVE BARGAINING STATUTES 


The modern Teacher Trust is the creature of legal privilege. The basis of its 
power is the collective bargaining legal regime as it exists in each state. 

As we have seen, the most extreme versions of state collective bargain- 
ing law allow the union to claim, and compels the school board to accept, 


the right of monopoly bargaining. After bitter dispute, the courts have 
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established the constitutional principle that Americans cannot be forced to 
join a union to get or keep a job. But monopoly bargaining means that a 
union can claim to speak for them, whether they like it or not. And in many 
states they can be forced to pay fees to it. 

Monopoly bargaining also means that the Teacher Trust and the school 
boards decide public policy in conclave. Not just non-members of the 
teacher union, but also members of the public, are effectively excluded. 
However, the U.S. Supreme Court has rejected Edwin Vieira’s argument 
that this is a violation of the equal protection clause of the constitution. 

"But Congress could easily reverse that under Section Five of the 
Fourteenth Amendment, which would apply to the states,’ says Vieira ani- 
matedly. “Congress could say exclusive representation violates equal pro- 
tection, freedom of assembly, freedom of speech. They could restrict 
exclusive representation to matters of wages, hours and so on. That could 
leave a union of truck drivers pretty much the way it was. But it would 
reduce teacher union power dramatically.” 

There are state-level solutions to this problem.The simplest, of course, 
would be for a state whose government school teachers are covered by a 
collective bargaining law to just up and repeal it. Then school boards would 
no longer be forced to deal with the union just because a majority of 
teacher voting in a certification election supported it. School boards could 
still choose to deal with the union—unless the state got really enterprising 
and prohibited it, as is the case now in North Carolina and Virginia. Life 
would not come to an end, the union could still organize and lobby, but it 
would lose its monopoly access. 

Of course, most commentators assume that collective bargaining legis- 
lation is somehow like a ratchet and can never be reversed. But that’s what 
the British thought about nationalizing industries—until Margaret 
Thatcher came along. 

Or the collective bargaining laws could be picked apart piecemeal. A 
state could establish the right of teachers to opt out of union contracts and 
bargain for themselves, as attempted in Michigan in 1993 and in Indiana, 
more comprehensively, in 1995. 

One proposal, advanced in Education Week by Henry F Cotton, a former 
school administrator, is “Educational Free Agency.” He argues that it will 


establish a link between reward and performance in the teaching profession. 
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I suggest that the teacher be his or her own salary negotiator and 
be allowed to accept or reject an offer, as is the case in the sports 
world. ... Unions and boards could set minimums and maxi- 
mums, but every teacher would be able to negotiate within that 
range. A look at the sports environment shows clearly that when 
the best have been rewarded better, all the players have ultimately 
done better. The young talented teacher will be able to be 
rewarded right away, the best of the experienced will benefit com- 
mensurably, and the mediocre will be driven out by the talented 


who will have incentive to enter the profession. 


When such ideas are proposed, the unions always want to know: how 
will administrators fairly and equitably distribute reward? Cotton has a sen- 


sible answer: 


The complaints about who will evaluate teachers and how it will be 
done are begged every time one spends more than a day in a school. 
Yet students know who the best teachers are. Parents know, too. Even 
the teachers know who the best teachers are. It’s only the teachers’ 


organization that apparently is not privy to this information.*” 


(Professor J. E. Stone of the Education Consumers Clearinghouse 
argues there is an objective method: "Since 1993, Tennessee has measured 
teacher performance by looking at how much students gain as opposed to 
their progress in previous years. It’s objective, impartial and works regardless 
of entering differences among students. Even unions"—he concludes, pos- 
sibly optimistically—are starting to like it!")^? 

Similarly, school boards could be allowed to opt out of mandated col- 
lective bargaining, a less radical approach than outright repeal of the col- 
lective bargaining statute. 

Individual bargaining may be, at first, too much of a culture shock for 
teachers. (And for some school boards. Employers get used to living within 
union rules, like blind pit ponies.) Milton Chappell, a senior staff attorney 
with the National Right to Work Legal Defense Foundation, has a modest 
and comforting alternative: adopt what he calls the “Europe Model," under 
which unions can represent only employees who agree to be represented, 


and no one union has the exclusive right to represent workers. There could 
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be several different unions competing—and any individual union would be 
less able impose its ideological agenda. 
Some of Chappell’s other recommendations for progressively unpick- 


ing the collective bargaining knot give an idea of its complexity: 


e Resignation at will—teachers enrolled in the union 
should be allowed to leave whenever they want, not 
just in the summer or—as has been the case in states 
like Pennsylvania and California—only when each 


multiyear contract expires. 


@ Mandatory recertification elections—the union s monopoly 





bargaining privileges should be reviewed by the teach- 
ers every three years or so, with provision for compet- ' 


Ing organizations to be considered. 


@ Contract ratification by all bargaining unit members—that is, | 
including teachers who don’t want to Join the union 
but whom the law decrees that the union represents 
anyway. Excluding them from voting puts them under | 


pressure to join anyway. 


@ Reduction of mandatory subjects of bargaining—to hours, 
wages, conditions, etc., helping taxpayers and parents 
resist the union’s progressive takeover of the entire edu- 


cation complex. 


@ Mandatory discussion with public, independent groups—basi- 


cally to prevent the school board from being cowed or 


co-opted. | 


Chappell notes that, in some states with extreme prounion legal regimes, 
teachers who resist being dragooned into the union “are denied both 


membership on school committees and any voice in the day-to-day work- 
ings of their school???" 


* While this book was in galleys, Myron Lieberman published a Cato Institute pamphlet 
proposing legislation to promote a market in teacher representation, instancing the United 
Educators Association in Fort Worth (www.ueatexas.com), a for-profit company repre- 
senting 11,000 teachers. 
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[III] Pass STATE AND/OR FEDERAL RIGHT-To-WorK LAW 


Although teachers cannot be forced to join the union, they can be com- 
pelled to pay their alleged share of the costs of collective bargaining. This 
forced tribute could be ended through more state right-to-work laws 
(there are currently twenty-two) or through laws that specifically target 
teachers or government employees. (Teachers do not pay agency fees in 
another eight states—see Appendix A). Alternatively, how about a federal 
right-to-work law reversing the U.S. Supreme Court’s questionable 1977 
Abood ruling? 

The teacher unions would still exist under right-to-work laws. But it 
might turn out that many teachers don’t want to pay $400 to $600 dues a 


year. 


[IV] Pass PAYCHECK PROTECTION 


Right-to-work weakens the union by allowing teachers to work without 
being forced to pay any tribute to the union, thus weakening it finan- 
cially. And Abood did weaken the union in non-right-to-work, agency 
shop states because non-union teachers are not compelled to pay that 
portion of their union tribute that goes to political activity. “Paycheck 
Protection” (they have people sitting around thinking up these terms) 
would weaken the union even further, by allowing union members to opt 
out of paying the political portion of their dues. This means no teacher 
anywhere would be forced to finance politics of which they disapprove, 
which those who belong to the union effectively are doing in many states 
today. 

Paycheck Protection sounds so reasonable to most Americans that the 
CTA and other unions had to spend $30 million to defeat it, in the shape 
of California’s Proposition 226, in 1998. Paycheck Protection was then pro- 
nounced dead, but it promptly rose like a phoenix in other states. In 2001, 
Paycheck Protection was established by legislation in Utah and by an Exec- 
utive Order in Colorado. 

The enforcement of Paycheck Protection—as with all reforms affect- 
ing the tricky Teacher Trust—will have to be watched carefully. In Califor- 
nia, for example, the CTA had an ingenious backup plan. The union drew 


up two budgets. If paycheck protection had passed, all the money that 
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would have gone to the union’s PAC was instead to be shunted over to a 
newly formed “Public Policy Center.” Among other things, this Center 
would have allowed the union “to engage in organizational outreach to 
other interested groups with common goals and objectives to obtain visi- 
bility and coordinated advocacy on educational issues.” Obviously, the Pub- 
lic Policy Center, although barred by state law from providing funds to 
candidates or initiatives, would have simply provided "outreach" money to 
other organizations. If those organizations deposited that money in their 
general funds, they would be free to do with it what they wanted there- 
after—even form PACs or donate to candidates. 

Something like this happened in Washington State, where voters in a 
1994 referendum liberated teacher members of the state INEA affiliate, the 
Washington Education Association, from being forced to contribute to the 
unions Political Action Committee. It turned out that (surprise!) only 13 
percent of them really wanted to do so. 

The WEA responded by spending at least $700,000 out of its manda- 
tory general fund to influence the 1996 elections. Amazingly, in 2002, a 
Washington State Appeals Court judge ruled that this amount was not 
"meaningful" in relation to the WEA’s $20 million annual expenditures. 
Lynn Harsh, the executive director of the Evergreen Freedom Foundation, 
noted that this apparently meant that Boeing Aircraft, Washington State's 
largest employer, could have poured $52 million into an election without 
reporting it—because that would have been equally “meaningful” in pro- 
portion to its annual expenditures. 

Dut courts, as we have pointed out before, can be corrected by legisla- 
tion. 

Paycheck Protection could possibly be imposed federally. Governor 
George W. Bush actually proposed it while attempting to counter Senator 
John McCains advocacy of campaign finance reform during the 2000 
Republican presidential primaries. 

Nothing much has happened since Bush reached the White House. 
But you never know. 

How many teacher union members really want to go to the trouble of 
putting up their hands and asking to be allowed out of the political portion 


of their dues is perhaps questionable. But the idea certainly annoys the 
Teacher Trust, which is a good thing. 
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[V] Give TEETH TO ANTI-STRIKE LAWS 


Attempts to prohibit teacher strikes have been so ineffective that, paradox- 
ically, strikes are at least as common in the forty states where they are ille- 
gal. But real penalties can be imposed: A Michigan law now docks teacher 
pay for every day on strike—and in Iowa, not just the public employer but 
any district resident can sue if unions break no-strike agreements . . . so 
they don’t. 

In Middletown, New Jersey, in 2001, teachers refused to return to work 
during an illegal strike. Judge Clarkson Fisher began giving teachers indi- 
vidual hearings and jailing them in alphabetical order. The Middletown 
Township Education Association agreed to return to work soon after the 
Rs had been jailed. By an amazing coincidence, the union president had a 


last name that began with an S—Diane Swaim. 


[VI] SUPPORT INDEPENDENT TEACHERS ASSOCIATIONS AND UNIONS 


Conservative and even some liberal pundits have generally gotten the mes- 
sage about the government school monopoly. But, significantly, they are for 
the most part blissfully unaware of the even more harmful oligopoly of 
teacher representation held by the NEA and AFT. If these two organiza- 
tions do succeed in merging, choices for most education employees will 
sink to one (1). 

A monopoly "management "—government—will negotiate with a 
monopoly labor force—the merged NEA/AFT. 

It is not commonly known, however, that there are several independ- 
ent education associations. In some states, tney thrive. In Texas, Missouri, 
and Georgia, the membership of independent teacher organizations, which 
are not unions, exceed the membership of both the NEA and AFT affili- 
ates in those states. The Association of Texas Professional Educators has a 
membership of over one hundred thousand. A national independent group, 
the Association of American Educators, helps organize education employ- 
ees who don't have a large independent association in their states. 

Further, there are actually local teacher unions that are unaffiliated with 
any state or national teacher unions. In Ohio, the Akron Education Associ- 
ation represents two thousand members. In Indiana, there are ten districts 


with independent local unions. In California’s Warner Springs, after the 
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decertification of the CTA affiliate, the teachers’ contract was negotiated by 
the fledgling Associated Warner Educators (AWE). 

“Pitting attorneys against each other on opposite sides of the table has 
never been the best approach,” says AWE president Doris Burke. “Were all 
in this together, so we believe it will serve everyone in the district better if 
we negotiate King Arthur-style around the table. AWE will always strive to 
put the needs of our students first. If we do that, there will be much less 
conflict in negotiations.” 

These local groups still generally oppose vouchers, support class size 
reduction, etc. Some may have education agendas barely distinguishable 
from NEA/AFT’s. But in each case, the independent organizations are less 
militant, more professionally oriented, and a lot easier to get along with. 

If you add the membership of all the independent professional associa- 
tions and unions together, it comes to about 300,000—roughly one-tenth 
of NEA/AFT’s membership. Nevertheless, the Teacher Trust is terrified that 
these organizations are gaining a foothold among government school 
teachers. 

During the 1994 NEA Representative Assembly, Carolyn Hart of the 
Georgia Association of Educators, the NEA affiliate in that state, called on 
delegates to destroy the independents. 

“Help us to eradicate—no, better yet, help us to stomp them out in 
nonbargaining states before their poison spreads,” she shouted. 

Sounds like they’re doing something right! 

What independent professional associations and local unions need, 
above all: a favorable legal environment in their state. 

It is no accident, as Marxist polemicists used to say, that independent 
professional associations are strongest in Texas, Missouri, and Georgia—all 
states without compulsory monopoly bargaining or agency fees. Where a 
state government has already conceded compulsory monopoly bargaining, 
independents have great difficulty breaking in. Where a state considers 
introducing such a collective bargaining law, independents face a ruinous 
winner-take-all battle with the better-funded national unions in order to 
get control of each local bargaining unit. 

Thats why the Missouri State Teachers Association spent some 
$500,000 opposing a proposed collective bargaining law in Missouri—it 


was a mortal threat. And it’s why Missouri state representative Steve 
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McLuckie (D-Kansas City) proposed it—he was the Missouri NEA affili- 


ate’s head organizer. 


[VII] APPLY PRivATE-SECTOR-TYPE RESTRICTIONS 
TO UNION ENCROACHMENT ON MANAGEMENT 


The National Labor Relations Act, which governs the private sector, 
specifies “management prerogatives” —such as questions of product qual- 
ity, marketing, and the like. These prerogatives have been violated in the 
government school industry—if for no other reason that that teachers, 
spouses of teachers, and even spouses of union officials often sit on school 
boards and vote on salary increases. Prohibitions on these obvious conflicts 
of interest could be extended and enforced in most states. 

Another possible solution: forbid teacher unions, and all other groups 
that stand to benefit directly (textbook publishers?), from contributing to 
candidates in school board elections. 

After all, U.S. corporations are banned from giving money to federal 


and state legislative candidates. 


[VIII] EnD “UNFUNDED MANDATES” 


A common union-backed “school reform” tactic is the “unfunded man- 
date’’—-state legislation that end-runs local voters to impose duties and 
costs on school districts. “Massachusetts’ 1993 reform law imposed teacher 
protections like restrictions on school board authority to hire and fire,’ 
grumped Peter Rogers, a disgruntled former chairman of the Nahant, 


Massachusetts, school board management study committee, in 1995. 


[IX] END BARGAINED TAXPAYER SUBSIDIES TO THE TEACHER TRUST 


As a rent-seeking parasite, the NEA is quite open-minded about who 
exactly it parasites upon. Normally, the victim is the government school 
system. But, quite often, the victim is you—the taxpayer—directly. The 
union bargains its way into your pocket in a number of ingenious ways— 
resisted feebly, if at all, by your nominal defender, the school board. 

As the Education Policy Institute’s Mike Lieberman repeatedly says (in 
effect), it takes one to tell one—only an ex-union operative, like Lieber- 


man, can anticipate all these ingenious scams: 
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e Taxpayer funding of retirement benefits for union staff. 
When teachers metastasize into union officials, the 
government school system often continues funding 
their pensions. Rhode Island general treasurer 
Nancy J. Mayer said in 1995 that legislation ending 
this practice was saving her state $13 million annu- 
ally. The NEA affiliate suit challenging the Rhode 
Island law backfired: One local chapter began with- 
holding dues to its parent in protest against union 


financing of the appeal. 


@ Release time with pay for teachers to conduct union busi- 
ness. Similarly, taxpayers get to pay union activists to 
organize against them. Currently bargained into 
union contracts far in excess of private-sector 
equivalents, this could be restricted by state-level 


legislation. 


€ Government agencies’ collection of PAC contributions. 
Many school districts agree to deduct union PAC 
contributions from payrolls. This cuts NEA fund- 
raising costs and requires individual teachers to take 


positive, sometimes difficult, steps to opt out. 


[X] PROVIDE ALTERNATIVE SERVICES, BENEFITS, 
AND DISCOUNTS TO TEACHERS 


“Tm in it mainly for the magazine discounts,” a New England teacher once 
replied when I asked him about his membership in his state’s NEA affiliate. 
He seemed sincerely puzzled by the question. For many teachers, the NEA 
really is like the American Association of Retired Persons, a sort of cooper- 
ative that you join to get good deals on a vast range of purchases. (Rather 
unsportingly, the union struck Forbes magazine off its discount program 
after our first cover story about it.) 

Or, in the memorable words of the Michigan Education Association 
lobbyist Al Short, quoted in Chapter 4, “You take members that don’t 


believe in collective bargaining, that don’t believe in our political ends, but 
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you talk to them about MESSA; they'll stand in the middle of a highway to 
defendit.” 

Breaking this tie requires school boards and states to interpose them- 
selves between the teachers and the union, brandishing these services. And, 


of course, they have to figure out what the services are. 


[XI] END TEACHER TENURE 


And what about Morris’s proposal to abolish teacher tenure? It strikes 
me as a fairly marginal reform—the mirror image of merit pay, dangerously 
close to being a tough-talk version of the panaceas that are epidemic in the 
government school industry. Not being able to fire bad teachers is, of course, 
unquestionably a problem for many schools. But abolishing tenure (or 
awarding merit pay) only alters one part of the complex of incentives and 
disincentives—rather like Soviet commissars deciding to shoot Russian 
peasants for drunkenness. 

Some teachers might be stimulated, for a while. But the deeply dys- 
functional system—particularly the “Unholy Alliance” of unions, adminis- 
trators, and co-opted school boards—would remain the same. 

Thus the state of Oregon actually did eliminate tenure for teachers in 
1997, putting them on two-year renewable contracts. When the first two- 
year period expired, most districts simply rehired everyone. One exception 
was Portland, the largest school district in the state. Portland fired six teach- 
ers and one principal and non-renewed five teachers. (They have one more 
year to improve). Ten teachers and two administrators resigned. That total is 
still less than 1 percent of certified employees. Nevertheless, Richard Gar- 
rett, president of the Portland teacher union, denounced it as “barbaric.” 

“We give them a tool to be able to get some of the poor teachers out 
of the system, and they just don’t use it,’ said Oregon senate majority leader 
Gene Derfler, author of the tenure elimination law.?” 

Similarly in Georgia, Governor Roy Barnes made tenure elimination a 
centerpiece of his school reform package. But while Barnes was working 
his bills through the legislature, Georgia Association of Educators affiliates 
in Clayton and DeKalb counties were working with their school boards to 
get tenure protections written into local policy. Of the nine people on the 


Clayton school board, three were teachers. 
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“This is an attempt to see if the local boys will allow through the back 
door what he and the General Assembly have prevented through the front 
door,” said Barnes spokesman Howard Mead.*” 

Abolishing tenure without other counterbalancing reforms might well 
result in abuse by administrators, which the NEA would certainly use to 
discredit any non-Blob reforms at all. 


Nevertheless—it’s better than nothing. 


[XII] ALLow Merit Pay 


See pages 87-89. 


[XIII] Two, THREE, MANY SCHOOL CHOICE INITIATIVES 


(For those too old to remember, “Two, three many Vietnams!”’ was a slogan 
of the international Left during the Vietnam War.) 

In many respects, the NEA resembles nothing so much as Leonid 
Brezhnev’s Soviet Union after the fall of South Vietnam in 1975. It appears 
everywhere triumphant. Its political organizers, like the Red Army, are 
unmatched and undefeated. It even has its equivalent of Eurocommunism— 
the easier sell so ardently desired by many of its apologists in the gaijin 
media—the “New Unionism.’ And it has its Brezhnev doctrine, the equiv- 
alent of the rule propounded by Brezhnev when he ordered an invasion to 
suppress the reforming government of Czechoslovakia: Socialism, in the 
form of government monopoly schooling, cannot be rolled back anywhere. 

But, like Brezhnev’s Soviet Union, the NEA has problems. It has shown 
it can defeat school choice—at least in the form of vouchers—anywhere. 
But it can afford to lose nowhere. 

"If Í was running a school choice referendum,” the AFT’s Al Shanker 
told Leslie Spencer and myself in 1993, “it would win.” 

(He declined to say how. But the Education Policy Institute’s Mike 
Lieberman helpfully suggested one essential: Buy off the incumbent teach- 
ers, perhaps with guaranteed benefits, just as British prime minister Mar- 
garet Thatcher bought off union member opposition to privatizing 
nationalized industries with stock options.) 

And the danger is growing. There is always the danger that some new, 


virulent way of marketizing education may be discovered—for example tax 
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deductibility or tax credits—that does not have the convenient but unspo- 
ken racial and other negatives that voucher programs seem to have. 

The moral of this story: Like Brezhnev’s Soviet Union, not even the 
NEA can fight on all fronts at once. Increasingly, however, it must. Thus the 
National Taxpayers Union’s Jim Davidson has a simple antidote for NEA 
opposition to his state-by-state antitax insurgencies: “We like to see a 
school choice initiative started. That distracts them.” 

It works. In 1990, the Oregon NEA affiliate defeated a state choice ini- 
tiative. But a property tax-cap initiative passed. In 1993, when the Wiscon- 
sin NEA affiliate narrowly defeated Deborah Hawley, the school choice 
candidate for state school superintendent, after a bitter battle—this was the 
case in which the union allegedly ordered teachers to write antichoice 
postcards to acquaintances and to bring the postcards in to union head- 
quarters, so that their compliance could be checked—R epublicans took 
control of the state senate for the first time in two decades. 

In 1998, the California Teachers Associations Herculean effort to 
defeat the paycheck protection initiative left the field open for software 
millionaire Ron Unz to get Proposition 227 passed. The measure effec- 
tively ended bilingual instruction in California. Students who had previ- 
ously languished for years in bilingual classes were immersed in English for 
one year, to greatly increased test scores and higher academic achievement. 

Every school choice initiative is a financial victory for the forces of 
government school liberation. The union always has to raise more than 
opponents, just to defend the status quo. The special levies that are required 
put pressure on the union and on its grassroots members' loyalty—often 
already pretty tenuous. 


Hit them again! 


[XIV] Explore TAX CREDITS, TAX DEDUCTIBILITY OF EDUCATION COSTS 


The free-market liberal coalition is split on vouchers. Some normally 
reliable members fear that any private school that accepted vouchers 
would rapidly be captured by the Blob, because of the inevitable accom- 
panying regulation. However, it does seem to be generally agreed that 
making school fees tax-deductible, or even instituting a tax credit for 


money spent on K-12 education, would not give the government camel 
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quite as much chance to get its snout under the private school tent. Of 
course, tax deductions and credits would only be helpful to parents who 
pay taxes, not the poor. But perhaps some sort of aftermarket could be 
instituted whereby tax credits could be sold to those who could benefit 


from them. Explore! 


[XV] LiBERATE THE GED! 


“The big difference between my kids today and kids when we went to 
school,” a high school teacher friend once told me (making a tactful 
assumption about my age) “is how tired they are in the classroom. They’re 
always falling asleep. It’s because they all have evening jobs working in the 
malls. That’s why they can afford these great cars. You can always tell the 
teachers’ cars in the parking lot. Look for the clunkers.” 

Part-time work is a great American tradition and an example of Amer- 
ican society superior flexibility. It’s how generations of American students 
have put themselves through college. Even today, labor force participation 
for American men aged sixteen through twenty-four is almost 70 percent, 
as opposed to just over 30 percent in France, although more Americans will 
attend college." 

But for high school students? What we are seeing here is further support 
for the proposition advanced in Chapter 3: comprehensive high schools have 
never worked, and can never work, for everyone. But in these cases, the teenagers 
are not on the street corner (or worse). They are not incompetent. They 
want to work. But school is getting in the way. 

Liberating these kids from high school earlier, with a sound basic edu- 
cation, should be a goal of public policy. And, indeed, it is possible for them 
to leave school and take the General Education Development (GED) cer- 
tification. The problem, as we have seen, is that the GED is under a cloud. 
Employers do not regard it as a true equivalent. 

The cloud over the GED should be removed. A reformed program certify- 
ing genuine basic education should be designed. Then students who want to 
get out of school and go to work would have a goal to aim for. (Free at last!) 

The economy would benefit. What economists call the “opportunity 
cost" of keeping kids in the junior and high school—the value of the work 


they would otherwise have done—has been estimated to be possibly as 


—- 
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much as $140 billion a year, about 1.4 percent of GDP"' And the taxpayer 
would no longer be paying to keep these kids awake. 

Remember, these kids can always top up their education with evening 
classes later. Part-time adult education 1s another example of the superior 
flexibility of American society—and, it should be acknowledged, the 
American education system. 

Plus getting those great cars out of the school parking lot would make 


teachers feel a whole lot better. 


[XVI] HANDS Orr TEACHER TRAINING AND ACCREDITATION! 


“The teacher unions exert inordinate control in the certification process,” 
says Professor Michael Podgursky of the University of Missouri. “They 
have extensive representation in the dominant Education School accredit- 
ing organization—NCATE, the National Council for Accreditation of 
Teacher Education—and also in the national teacher certification organiza- 
tion—NBPTS, the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards. 
The unions are pushing to shift control of teacher training and licensing 
from state boards of education, which usually have lay members, to teacher- 
controlled ‘professional boards, patterned after medicine, dentistry. They’ve 
succeeded in about fifteen or sixteen states.” 

Some of these states are union strongholds—like California and 
Hawaii. But some are not—Wyoming and Texas do not require collective 
bargaining or agency fees; North Carolina, of course, prohibits both. 

Moral: it’s really very tricky, this Teacher Trust. If it can’t get in through 
the door, by getting its rented politicians to vote mandatory monopoly bar- 
gaining, it tries to get in through the window, by controlling the teacher 
certification process. 

“Not only is there power to be had but there’s money to be made by 
controlling America’s teacher accrediting system,’ says Sylvia Crutchfield of 
the Alexandria, Virginia—based Foundation Endowment." 

To an economist like Michael Podgursky, controlling the certification 
process means one thing: in economistspeak, barriers to entry. In other 
words, by reducing the supply of teachers able to enter the business, the 
union will be able to increase their price (salaries). "Combined with the 


extensive monopoly power the NEA already has through the collective 
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bargaining process, this would really be an unprecedented concentration of 
economic power," he says. 

The consumers in the K-12 education market (parents, taxpayers) have 
little choice, Podgursky notes: "Moreover, unlike medicine, they cannot sue 
for malpractice. So even if you think that these ‘professional boards’ work 
well in medicine (and most economists think they don’t), it’s important to 
recognize that consumers in these markets still have the protection that 
comes from markets—choice—and tort law.” 

(Sue the Teacher Trust for bad education, increasing costs? Now there’s 
a Full Moon proposal!) 

Podgursky’s recommendations: Keep the regulatory process in the hands of 
lay state boards. Don’t insist on NCATE accreditation of teacher training programs. 
Don’t subsidize National Board certification of teachers. Don’t set up “indepen- 
dent” —hence easily captured—professional boards. 

“Most of all,’ says Podgursky, “don’t buy the idea that only education 
professionals are competent to make decisions about teacher training and 
licensing. These are the same professionals who gave us whole language 
learning!” 

As usual, the NEA has contrived to get taxpayers to fund some of its 
attempts to restrict teacher supply—federal money has gone to the 
NBPTS. Eliminate this subsidy. 

Education is an industry, not a religion. Teachers need to be trained, not 
ordained by some higher power. Training is a production process that could 
easily be done by private firms—Podgursky suggests the tutoring franchise 
operation Sylvan Learning Systems Inc. (NASDAQ symbol SLVN)! Nei- 
ther the government nor the union should be involved in production 


process decisions—any more than they are in any other industry. 


[XVII] INSTITUTE ALTERNATIVE TEACHER CERTIFICATION 


Not only should prospective barriers to entry into teaching be stopped— 
the current barriers should be relaxed. Why should former Vice President 
Al Gore teach journalism at Columbia University’s Graduate School of 
Journalism, when he can’t teach a high school English composition class 
without a credential and a year of student teaching? 


Paradoxically, national politicians expound on the necessity of having 
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“qualified” and “certified” teachers in government schools. Then they send 
their own children to Washington, D.C., private schools like Saint Alban’s 
or Sidwell Friends. These do indeed have instructional staff with great skills 
and varied experiences—but they do not require their staff to hold a teach- 
ing credential. 

More than forty states have alternative teacher certification programs. 
Though they differ greatly, none of them requires a degree in education 
from a teacher college. They target mid-career professionals—people 
with life experiences in business or the military—who receive acceler- 
ated training in areas such as classroom management and lesson planning. 
They perform student teaching and are paired with a mentor while they 
get their feet wet. These programs also draw a disproportionate number 
of males and minorities into an overwhelmingly white female teaching 
force. 

“There are a lot of people who would make excellent teachers but are 
discouraged by the bureaucracy of the certification process,’ says Arthur 
Moore, a graduate of the Troops to Teachers program who began teaching 
fourth grade in Baltimore after twenty-one years in the Army. ? 

These teachers reportedly excel in the classroom. Graduates of the 
seven-week Massachusetts Institute for New Teachers, designed for mid- 
career transfers, received higher ratings from their principals than those 
who became teachers through the traditional route.?* In New York City, 
graduates from the alternative program passed a licensure exam at a much 
higher rate than graduates of the biggest education school in the state." 

“The data is unequivocal,” say researchers Dr.Vicky Schreiber Dill and 
Delia Stafford-Johnson. “In 1998—1999, 24,000 new teachers have entered 
teaching through alternative certification routes: in total, nationwide, since 
about 1985, about 125,000 individuals have been added alternatively. 
Unlike graduates of traditional routes, these individuals share characteristics 
that make them a superior choice to teach all children, especially children 
acmiske 286 


Final word to Professor Podgursky: 


The best way to check the power of the unions and the Ed 
Schools is—create competition. Let school districts make their own 


choices as to whom to hire. Districts can be held accountable 
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through monitoring—and through parental choice. If Ed schools 
train nitwits, schools hire them, and unions protect their jobs, then 
empower parents to avoid them. Ultimately, the best protection from 


incompetent teachers is—parental choice. [Emphases added] 


[XVIII] LiBERATE CHARTER SCHOOLS 


It should be clear that I am generally well disposed toward the charter 
school movement, as discussed in Chapter 11. But I have more moderate 
expectations of charter schools than many of their supporters, because | 
view charter schools as an attempt to import market features into a funda- 
mentally socialist system—a form of American perestroika—and therefore 
inevitably limited, probably transitional. 

Charter schools are entering their first period of backlash. They should 
be defended against it. Of course, charter schools that do not serve students 
well should be closed. Of course, administrators who misuse funds should 
be fired and indicted. But we don't close down a whole chain of super- 
markets because one grocery manager was stealing lettuce. Generally 
speaking, whatever success charter schools have is directly related to the 
amount of freedom they have to pursue their own visions. Their ultimate 
responsibility 1s, and should be, to the people who patronize them, not to 
school boards, teacher unions, or state agencies. 

But in the last analysis, the charter school is, to paraphrase the first 
American to put foot on the moon, a small step toward market educa- 


tion—a giant step for the American government school system. 


[XIX] BREAK Up LARGE SCHOOL Districts 


Funny thing: class-size reduction is at the top of the unions’ education 
reform list. Ask a union official whether class size should be reduced (cer- 
tain answer: Y ES!). Then ask if school size should be reduced (likely answer: 
yes.) 

Then ask if school district size should be reduced. 

(Dime ...) 

Your victim realizes that he has been led into a trap. 

The reform wave of the 19605 left the government school system with 
monstrously large school districts. They are often in poor urban areas, 


which are home to the worst problems in education. Unions don’t control 
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the size of school districts directly, but they do resist efforts to break up 
large ones. Why? 

Because it’s a lot easier for union officials to organize, administer, and 
oversee one local union of eight thousand teachers than to have eighty 
local unions with one hundred teachers each. Similarly, the Roman 
emperor Caligula once remarked that he wished the Roman people had 
only one neck, so he could cut it through. 

But Caligula, of course, was mad. 

Large districts are nicer for administrators too. The larger the district, 
the larger the bureaucracy and the higher the career ladder. 

The American government school system suffers from penalties of scale. 
Through the principle of bureaucratic bloat know as Parkinson’s Law, the 
larger a school district gets, the more resources tend to get diverted to 
secondary or even nonessential activities. 

The average American public school district has six schools and 
approximately 3,600 students—for an average school size of 600 students. 
By contrast, the Los Angeles Unified School District averages 1,039 stu- 
dents per school. In Florida, Dade County averages 1,059, and Broward 
County averages 1,133. 

The differences are even more jarring if you look at individual states. 
The entire state of North Dakota enrolled about 120,000 students in 1996. 
If all those students were placed in one district, it would rank only nine- 
teenth in the nation in size. But North Dakota doesn’t have one district, it 
has 236. 

The large-district effect is disproportionately hard on minorities. The 
average American school district has an enrollment of 35.8 percent ethnic 
and racial minorities. But of the twenty-five largest districts, twenty-two 
have a higher percentage of minorities. In some districts the ratios are 
extreme: Houston, 88.9 percent minority; Los Angeles and Dallas, 89 per- 
cent; Chicago; 89.5 percent; Detroit 94.8 percent. 

Minority students in these large urban districts bear a double burden. 
They are stuck in school districts that do not have the tax base of sur- 
rounding suburban districts. And the available funding gets diverted to areas 
unrelated to the districts primary mission—educating students. Suburban 
schools may spend more per pupil. But how many, like Philadelphia, have 
two bus attendants, three non-teaching assistants, four noontime aides, and 


nine custodians for every school? 
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Breaking up large school districts will increase the relative influence of 
parents and the community on the district’s actions. And in the process, it 


will lessen the power of the unions in the process. 


[XX] PRIVATIZE SCHOOL SERVICES 


Teacher unions fight privatization of any school district service in order to 
maintain solidarity. But when private companies can perform a district 
function more efficiently and at less cost, the teacher unions are maintain- 
ing solidarity at the expense of their own members. Money that is being 
overspent on support services could be available to help teachers with text- 
books, supplies—even salaries. 

The Mesa School District in Arizona contracts out its transportation 
and food services. "We're in the business of education,” said Chuck Essigs, 
Mesa schools assistant superintendent of business services. "Anything we 
can do to be more efficient in support areas puts more money into the 
classroom.” 

The Detroit Public Schools have discovered the same thing. “Our core 
competence is education,” said district chief information officer Thomas 
Diggs. "Its not food service. It’s not transportation. It’s not information 
technology: ^? 

Some companies, like Standard and Poor's and SchoolMatch by Public 
Priority Systems Inc., even evaluate school systems to see if they are spend- 
ing their money wisely—a commonplace service in the business world, but 
almost unheard of in public education. 

Private enterprise is already heavily involved in the public schools. It 
provides textbooks, curriculum, and tests. But it is now entering the world 
of classroom instruction. The OPIS company in New England, an affiliate 
of the U.K. firm Select Appointments PLC, and Kelly Services Inc. nation- 
wide, now contract with school districts to provide substitute teachers. 
Kelly says it already has two hundred districts signed up, mostly in the 
South and Midwest." In Denver, Aspen Learning Systems, a subsidiary of 
financier Michael Milkens Knowledge Universe company, opened Col- 
orado’s first privately run reading center. The company has a nine-week 
program that emphasizes heavy phonics. In the first quarter of 1999, stu- 
dents gained an average of two years and four months in reading ability?! 


The federal government provides school districts all across the country 
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with additional funds through the Title I program to help their neediest 
students. Some districts, like Chicago, used Title I money to hire Success 
Labs Inc. to help teach kids how to read. The school district in Pasadena, 
Texas, uses Sylvan, while Los Angeles and New York City use Kaplan Inc. 
for the same purpose." 

Ironically, perhaps the most prominent case of education industry pri- 
vatization 1s Bob Chanin. Originally a union employee, he is now a partner 
in the Washington, D.C., labor law firm Bredhoff and Kaiser, but still NEA 


general counsel and the unions gray eminence. 


[XXI] PRoMorE Union DEMOCRACY 


Or: Repeal the Iron Law of Oligarchy. Congress has long been concerned 
about the capture of labor unions by their permanent officials. In 1959, 
it passed the Labor-Management Reporting and Disclosure Act (the 
“Landrum-Griffin Act"), which regulated union affairs and finances, 
including the requirement of internal free speech and regular secret elec- 
tions. Extend Landrum- Griffin-type rights to the Teacher Trust, federally and/or 
state by state. (Carefully, because we don’t want to infect states with monop- 
oly bargaining.) 

For many years, the teacher unions have had a stranglehold on their 
internal communications. The only place to get news about the union was 
the union itself. But the Internet has changed all that. It enables previously 
isolated individuals to communicate with each other. The Internet bypasses 
union filters, and empowers the vast majority of union members who don’t 
listen to what their union tells them, and who don’t believe what they do 
hear. 

Ironically, the Teacher Trust is dropping millions of dollars into cyber- 
technology, using the Internet to hook up its activists all over the country. But 
there is reason to think that grassroots union members will no more pay 
attention to the unions’ electronic messages than to the printed messages they 
already get.And once they get a horizontal flow of information, instead of the 
current vertical flow, they will find more and more opportunities to cooper- 
ate with other dissident teachers on internal union issues. 

The Teacher Trust is not monolithic. There are many contrary voices 
within NEA and AFT. But they are disjointed, unorganized, and easily 


drowned out by the zealots. If the contrary voices can form a critical mass, 
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they may eventually form opposition factions, with competing interests 
that run the gamut from A to, oh, say G or H, instead of the current A to B. 
The unions may develop true democracy. 

It would be helpful, of course, to give these contrary voices something 
to talk about. Legislation can help provide information. Establish Teachers’ 
Right to Know. Improve current labor union reporting laws so that members 
can easily find out union officials’ pay and benefits. Make notification of 
Beck/Abood Rights mandatory, so that teachers know they can opt out of 
paying the political portion of their fees. Make sure teachers know that they 
can’t be forced to join the union. The U.S. Supreme Court ruled in Marquez vs. 
Screen Actors that everyone knows employees don't have to join a union, 
even if the contract says they do. But (not for the first time) maybe the 


Supreme Court was wrong. 


[XXII] EMPOWER PARENTS THROUGH CHOICE 


Whatever method of school choice is devised, it is essential that parents 
become the ultimate arbiters of their child’s educational future. If govern- 
ment transfer payments are necessary, they must follow the child and its 
parents should decide where it goes. 

Parents need information. The government school system controls the 
information flow, and it tries to create a rosy impression. Good news is 
trumpeted, bad news spun, even—perhaps especially—in report cards. Fre- 
quently, it is only when students start college that their true level of pre- 
paredness becomes apparent. Parents who work at staying informed are 
corralled, not least through Blob-captured Parent Teacher Associations.>!? 

Grassroots consumer organizations are emerging as an alternative 
channel. For example, the Education Consumers Clearing House, www. 
education-consumers.com, is a paid subscription service for parents, policy- 


makers, and taxpayers. 


[XXIII] EMPOWER TEACHERS THROUGH TRUE PROFESSIONALISM, OR, 
Give TEACHERS A STAKE 


In poll after poll, teachers say they want to be treated like professionals. 
Who can blame them? Despite the best efforts of their unions, teachers are 


not mine workers or ditch diggers. 


Ol  —————————— 
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The aspect of professionalism that has most interested the Teacher Trust 
is, as we have seen, the ability of some professions to restrict entry into their 
field. But in the real world, being a professional 1s high-risk as well as high- 
reward. Educators who compared their measly salaries with those of com- 
puter programmers and web designers in Silicon Valley haven't said much 
after the high-tech bust, when many of those folks lost their jobs. 

By continuing to build castles to protect their members from risks and 
consequences, teacher unions are also building prisons—confining their 
members to being little more than hourly wage-earners. 

A better model than "professional" might be "entrepreneur" Why can't 
teachers run their own schools? Why can't they receive stock options 
instead of just step increases on the salary schedule? Under a completely 
open system, teachers could be the movers and shakers, at least as much as 
doctors in hospitals or in private practice. Teachers could seek out—or 
perhaps even hire—the best support and administrative staff available. Edu- 
cator/entrepreneurs would not tolerate the mismanagement and bureau- 
cracy if it was their money. 

Theres a lot of money in the education business. Remember, average 
per-pupil spending is currently over $7,000 a year. Every extra child that a 
teacher can take in her class, every extra child that she can help graduate a 
year early, is $7,000 that could go to her. She needs a system that permits 
her to claim her reward. 

Think about it. 

(Actually, I think this "profession" stuff is overblown. Journalism is not 
a "profession." It’s a trade. Anyone can start writing, there is no code of con- 
duct or particularly vital common body of skills that anyone—apart possi- 
bly from journalism schools—can see. But generally, reward depends on 
individual effort, and some individuals do very well, which is stimulating. 


It’s fun. I recommend it.) 


[XXIV] ABOLISH THE U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 


The NEA wanted this federal toehold. Chop it off. 
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The (Possible) Shape of Things 
to Come (Aaargh!) 


Oh, call back yesterday! Bid time return! And thou shalt have twelve thousand 
fighting men. 


—The Earl of Salisbury, from Richard IT, Act III, Scene 2 


In January 2001, the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics delivered a body blow 
to the nation’s unions when it released its annual report on membership. 
The survey of the American labor force showed that the percentage of 
workers belonging to unions had fallen to 13.5 percent, its lowest share 
since World War II. Not only did the percentage decline, but the absolute 
number of union members fell by two hundred thousand, even while the 
economy boomed. 

Despite these sobering statistics, the story is not the decline of union 
membership—a trend that has been steady for almost two generations. The 
real story is one that deserves a lot of attention, not only from union mem- 
bers and researchers, but from economists, sociologists, and public policy 
experts. It is the rise of government unionism. 

Today, the most unionized sector of the entire U.S. economy (at 43.2 


percent) is local government—a category that includes police officers, fire- 


Epilogue 


fighters, and, of course, government school employees. Though the BLS 
data did not separate these occupations, a reasonable estimate of the per- 
centage of local public school employees who belong to unions is some- 
where in the 70 percent range. Mike Antonucci’s research suggests that, 
after the 1960s—1970s surge, NEA/AFT membership is growing at almost 
the same rate as the public school employee workforce. 

Should present trends continue, we will see in our lifetimes the total 
number of public sector union members overtake the total number of pri- 
vate sector union members. We may also see a labor force in which public 
school employees are the only growth sector in union membership. 

The implications of such a trend are enormous. First, we will have a pri- 
vate sector almost devoid of unions, being regulated by a large plurality of 
unionized government employees, whose unions’ membership growth will 
be directly tied to the size of government itself. For organized labor, it will 
mean either dragging the NEA into the AFL-CIO in order to bolster its 
failing numbers, or it will mean that the education unions will displace the 
AFL-CIO, effectively putting it out of business and replacing it with a new 
coalition dominated by the NEA (or, more likely, by a merged NEA/AFT). 

The time may come when teacher unions may be the organized labor 
movement. Such a possibility compels us to expend a lot more energy 
examining what these unions are and where they are going. Will they 
slowly become extinct, like the dinosaurs, or will they survive and thrive? 
And if they are dinosaurs, will they continue to trample government edu- 
cation in their search for sustenance before they finally disappear? 

Georges Clemenceau, the prime minister of France in World War I, is 
reported to have said, “War is too important to be left to the generals." 

We subscribe to the sentiment more recently expressed by Mark Yudof 


when he was president of the University of Minnesota: 


If war is too important to be left to the generals, then education is 


too important to be left only to professional educators. 


Or, above all, to their unions. 
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APPENDIX B: 
THE GOOD GUYS (AND SOME OTHERS): 
EDUCATIONAL REFORM GROUPS 
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